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PREFACE

This book has grown from a project to which I have devoted my primary
research over the quarter-century since I first went to Ghana, as an under-
graduate: a broad study of indigenous capitalism in Asante, and in south-
ern Ghana in general, during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The
early published result of the project was a series of essays ranging over
political economy, production techniques and entrepreneurship, and the
social organisation of production. This book, which I began to plan at the
end of 1993, focusses on the latter. Accordingly, it supersedes only two, at
most, of those earlier papers; while referring to the others for context.

For research funding I am extremely grateful to the UK Economic
and Social Research Council, which financed my doctoral research at the
University of Birmingham, and a post-doctoral fellowship at the Institute
of Commonwealth Studies, University of London. I did shorter periods of
research during breaks from teaching at the University of Birmingham
(with a grant from the Centre of West African Studies’ Travel Fund), at the
University of Ghana, and then at the London School of Economics, which
I joined in 1988. The LSE’s Staff Research Fund enabled me to fill gaps
and pursue leads from my earlier, generally longer periods of archival and
oral research.

Publication of this book has been made possible by a grant from the
bequest of the late Miss Isobel Thornley to the University of London; and
by one from the Scouloudi Foundation in association with the Institute of
Historical Research, University of London.

The British Museum graciously allowed the reproduction of two of the
illustrations in this book. Three others are photographs, evidently taken by
P. B. Redmayne in the 1930s. I have made every reasonable effort to identify
the present copyright-holder, unsuccessfully. I hope that Mr. Redmayne
would have been pleased to see his work reproduced so long afterwards.
I thank the Royal Anthropological Institute for permission to quote from the
Rattray Papers. Some of the material on pawning (though here revised,
extended and integrated with broader themes) was previously published in
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my essay ‘Human pawning in Asante, 1800-1950’, published by Westview
Press in Toyin Falola and Paul E. Lovejoy (eds), Pawnship in Africa: Debt
Bondage in Historical Perspective (Boulder, 1994), and reprinted by Africa
World Press in Lovejoy and Falola (eds), Pawnship, Slavery, and Colonialism
in Africa (Trenton NJ and Asmara, 2003). A few sentences in later chapters
here originally appeared in my “The emergence of capitalist relations in South
Asante cocoa-farming, ¢.1916-33’, Journal of African History 28 (1987).

I am very grateful indeed to Malcolm McLeod for his generous help
with the illustrations for this book. I learned much from the referees’
reports on the manuscript. I also benefited from the assistance of the LSE’s
copyright advisor, Maria Bell. The maps were drawn by Mina Moshkeri at
LSE, where my departmental colleague Tim Leunig gave me valuable advice
on graphics. Aashish Velkar helped compile the index.

Many more individuals have helped me in my research than I can
possibly thank here—and that is just the archivists and librarians, among
whom I must mention specifically the staff of the national archives of
Ghana, especially those who I got to know so well in Kumasi and Accra,
and Paul Jenkins and Veit Arlt of the Basel Mission Archive. Mr. E. Adu
Acheampong (formerly Chief Technical Officer, Cocoa Services Division,
Ghana Cocoa Marketing Board) was always diplomatic, understanding,
and good humoured in translating and generally assisting me in most of
my early interviews. Francis Anin was excellent as my assistant in 1987.
For further fieldwork assistance I am grateful also to A. K. Ageman, Yaw
Sekyere Baah-Nuakoh, J. W. Owusu—and to my friends Sylvester Kwaku
Annin and Yaw Owusu Darkwa, of whom more below.

For hospitality and other kindnesses in Kumasi I am very grateful to
the late Mr. T. E. Kyei and to Mrs. Peggy Appiah. My friend Kwami Abradu,
who I first met when he was a junior administrator in Bekwai, introduced
me to many parts of Ghana. Above all I am grateful for the help, hospital-
ity, friendship and wisdom of my many-time hosts in Bekwai, Mr. Sylvester
Kwaku Annin and Sister Yaa and their children, and Mr. Yaw Owusu
Darkwah. I am also highly appreciative of the staying power and intellec-
tual and human qualities of my colleagues, academic and administrative,
at the University of Ghana, when I had the privilege of teaching in the
history department there, 1982-85.

I have acquired numerous scholarly debts during both my Ghanaian
research generally, and in writing this book specifically. I am grateful to
John Dunn, who focussed my West African research interests on Ghana,
and to Paul Coby, whose initiative took both of us there to research our
respective undergraduate dissertations for the University of Cambridge.
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I still miss Marion Johnson (d. 1988)’s enthusiastic advocacy of her many
theses about Ghanaian economic history. I have benefited in a variety of
ways from the intersecting research communities in which I have been
fortunate to participate, particularly the LSE Department of Economic
History, the (U.K.) History and Economic Development Group, and the
African history community in London and far beyond. Many of the argu-
ments presented in the chapters that follow have been improved by feed-
back on presentations I have given over the last decade: in London at LSE
and in both the economics and history departments at the School of
Oriental and African Studies; at various of the annual meetings of the
(U.S.) African Studies Association; and at conferences, workshops and
seminars elsewhere in Britain and the United States, and in Canada,
Germany, Ghana, Norway, South Africa and Switzerland. I am grateful to
both the participants and the organizers. For generous advice on papers
preparatory to this book I am particularly grateful to Kwame Arhin,
Stanley Engerman, Larry (S. R.) Epstein, and Bill (W. P) Kennedy. For
generous advice more widely I thank Linda Sampson and Tracy Keefe, the
keystones of my department over many years.

In its length—and, I hope, its depth—this book represents a personal
act of persistence amid an academic environment which, alas especially in
Britain, has seemed increasingly to discourage the kind of projects which
require a long time, and which produce the kind of results which require
substantial space for proper presentation and analysis. In this context I par-
ticularly thank Toyin Falola, without whom I very much doubt that this
book would have been publishable in any form recognizable and acceptable
to its author. I am also very appreciative of the patience of University of
Rochester Press. I am more grateful than I can say to Tony Hopkins, for his
persistent encouragement, support and advice, from when he supervised my
doctoral dissertation to the present. I am highly appreciative of the encour-
agement, friendship and solidarity throughout the writing of this book, as
well as constructive criticism on arguments presented here, which I have
received from fellow historians of Ghana, and of western Africa generally:
particularly Rod Alence, Amos Anyimadu, Jean Allman, William Gervase
Clarence-Smith, Jan-Georg Deutsch, Andreas Eckert, Paul Lovejoy, Susan
Martin, Paul Nugent, Richard Rathbone, Richard Roberts and Larry Yarak.
Tom McCaskie has helped to remind me why we do all this during
marathon phone conversations — almost invariably at his expense! He also
generously helped with proof-reading. I am also extremely grateful to Ivor
Wilks, for his learning and generous encouragement. I was never his student,
but in a broader sense all of us who study Asante history are his students.
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I am immensely grateful to my teachers at school as well as at uni-
versity, and to my own students, from whom I have learned much over the
years. During the decade in which I was writing this book, however, my
biggest debt has been to my family. The love, humour, sanity and strength
of my wife, Pip, permitted and helped me ‘to keep on keeping on’. It has
been marvellous to have the experience of growing older with our three
children, Becca (who accompanied me on a research trip to Ghana in 2000),
Lily (whose suggestions contributed to the design of the dust jacket), and
Madeleine (who, like this book, has taken a decade to reach her present
length).

Gareth Austin
London, July 2004



NOTE ON NAMES$

The Akan are the cultural group to which the Asante belong, defined by
common possession of the Akan or Twi language. Other Akan populations
were and are to be found to the west and east of Asante, and especially to
the south, where Fante, Akyem and other southern Akan states or chief-
taincies occupied the bulk of the territory between Asante and the sea.

There is no standard practice in the spelling of place names in
Asante, nor of deceased people. In this book I have followed a principle
suggested to me by Professor Adu Boahen, of spelling place names in their
“Twi’ form, except for a few places which are much better known within
as well as outside Ghana by the spellings which appear on the road signs:
Kumasi rather than Kumase, Obuasi rather than Obuase, Bekwai rather
than Bekwae. Implementation of the principle is inevitably a matter of
judgment, and here as in other aspects of name-spelling, there is no perfect
solution. ‘Ghana’ is used for convenience to refer not only to the post-
colonial state but also to the corresponding precolonial and colonial terri-
tories. The latter comprised the Gold Coast Colony, Ashanti, the Northern
Territories and, after the First World War, British Mandated Togoland (see
Map 2). Asante’ is used in preference to ‘Ashanti’ except where the latter
formed part of an official title, such as Chief Commissioner of Ashanti.
The names of individuals are spelt in the usual Asante-Twi way (Kwame
rather than Kwami, for example) except when they are spelt otherwise in the
original sources. There is an exception to the exception: where the sources
themselves are inconsistent, or when they offer a spelling that is clearly a
bizarre foreign rendering, which sometimes happens in the early nineteenth-
century European accounts.
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NOTE ON THE MAPS

The maps were drawn by Mina Moshkeri, Head Cartographer, London
School of Economics. Map 1 was informed by maps in Ivor Wilks, Asante
in the Nineteenth Century: the Structure and Evolution of a Political Order
(Cambridge, 1975, 2nd edn with new preamble, 1989), 11; M. D. McLeod,
The Asante (London, 1981) and T. C. McCaskie, State and Society in Pre-
Colonial Asante (Cambridge, 1995), 32. The administrative boundaries in
Map 3 are based on R. B. Bening, ‘Evolution of the administrative bound-
aries of Ashanti, 1896-1951’, Journal of African Studies 5 (1978), 123-50.
The map represents the district boundaries as of 1925, with the addition
of the boundary between Amansie/Bekwai and Adanse/Obuasi, as it stood
in 1937. The division of Asante between Western and Eastern provinces was
short-lived, 1921-33. The main difference between the colonial Western
Province and the post-colonial Brong-Ahafo Region is that the latter also
includes the northern swathe (comprising mostly savanna) of the former
Eastern Province.
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INTRODUCTION

This book examines the changing relationships through which resources
were mobilised for production during the development of an agricultural
export economy. The process entailed a transformation in the breadth and
intensity of land use: a transition from a sparsely-populated rural economy
within which cultivable land was allowed generous fallow time or was not
cultivated at all, to a steadily more populous, much more commercial
agriculture in which lictle tillable space escaped cultivation altogether, in
which rotation cycles had become ever shorter, and much land was under
permanent cropping. This trajectory is characteristic of the modern eco-
nomic history of tropical Africa. It has involved opportunities for prosperity
but entailed the depletion of natural resources and, because land varies
greatly in its economic potential, conflicts over access to the most valuable
lands, and thereby over the appropriation of their fruits. The book describes
and analyses a West African history of property rights and markets—of
ownership and control—in what economists call the factors of production:
labour, land and capital. A major concern here is to explore the broader
implications of this story, for African and comparative historiography and
for social science theory.

In history the specifics of place and period are usually critical. This is
a study of the Asante forest zone: which was the heartland of the eighteenth-
nineteenth century kingdom of Asante, before forming most of the British
colony of Ashanti, which in turn became the Ashanti and Brong-Ahafo
regions of the Republic of Ghana. Asante is of inescapable importance in
Ghanaian history. The kingdom was one of the major polities of precolonial
West Africa, its imperial reach at one time or another grasping tribute from
most parts of what is now Ghana. Subsequently Asante became a major
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(from 1943-44, the biggest) contributor to Ghana’s status, from 1911 to the
late 1970s, as the world’s largest producer of cocoa beans. If Asante is cen-
tral to Ghanaian history, Asante history has to be understood in the context
of Ghanaian history more generally: specifically, of Asante’s relations with
neighbours to both south and north. It was through the southern forest-
zone that Asante participated in the import-export trade with the Atlantic
economy. It was from the north, from the savanna, that Asantes imported
labour—slaves in the nineteenth century, free migrant labourers in the
twentieth—crucial in the exploitation of Asante’s natural resources.

1807-1956 may be seen as a distinct period in two respects, which
make it appropriate as the chronological frame for this book. First, it was
distinguished by relatively favourable economic and political conditions
for indigenous as well as, during colonial rule, foreign private enterprise.
This gives a basic coherence to the era, despite the succession of major
changes over this critical century and a half: from the ending of the
Atlantic slave trade, through the cash-crop ‘take-off” and British rule, to
the struggle over the terms of decolonization in the 1950s. Second, this
choice of period allows us to follow the Asante control of the ‘Ghanaian’
forest zone from a near-monopoly of the whole zone, achieved in 1807,
through a series of enforced retreats, including the British occupation in
1896, to what may be regarded as a defining dilution of what had been
the Asante monopoly of the income from the Asante forests themselves, in
1956. The grounds for this periodization will be elaborated later in this
chapter.

In Sub-Saharan Africa generally, and perhaps especially in those
countries whose colonial experience did not include significant alienation
of land to European settlers or planters, the growth of agricultural export-
ing was marked by a combination of the emergence of ‘capitalist’ institu-
tions, notably wage labour, and the persistence, in modified and perhaps
even novel forms, of ‘precapitalist’ ones such as family and cooperative
labour. The issue of how this combination should be interpreted is central
to the debate about the causes of the region’s relative poverty, and the
prospects of overcoming it. Specifically, historical investigation of the social
forms through which productive resources were put to work should explain
the origins and dynamics of this characteristic institutional mix, and exam-
ine its consequences for economic efficiency, welfare and inequality. As this
book attempts to show, Asante can provide a generally well-documented
example of such a pattern of agrarian development. This is thanks to the
primary sources available on Asante history, which appear to be richer
than those for almost anywhere else south of the Sahara.
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The general theme of the causes and consequences of changes and
continuities in property rights and markets in factors of production surely
has to be central to the writing of African economic history and to any
empirically-grounded theory of the political economy of economic devel-
opment. One might have expected that detailed studies of specific histor-
ical cases over the long term would have been written during the heyday
of marxist influence in African studies in the 1970s and early 1980s. But,
as it turned out, the historical research on social relations of production
concentrated largely—though very fruitfully—on the history of one fac-
tor, labour: especially the previously neglected story of internal slavery and
its eventual abolition, and the emergence of wage relations.! One might
also have expected that the growing influence of rational-choice political
economy in African studies in the 1980s and 1990s, with its theory of the
evolution of property rights, would have inspired thematically broad and
chronologically extended studies of African experience. But, again, such
work has been focussed on the history of a single factor: this time land,
and largely for the twentieth century only.? Yet across a wide range of
theoretical schools it would be agreed that the history of any one factor,
and of the social forms in which it was employed and transacted, can be
understood only in its interactions with those of the others. This book is
intended to help fill this gap.

Addressing an under-explored theme is important in itself, but in
this case it is also a means to contribute to a further end: to redress the
relative neglect of Asante and of Sub-Saharan economic history generally.
The immediate context of this observation is that while Asante has a
rightly-celebrated historiography, it has been more voluminous on politi-
cal and social than on economic history and has mostly reflected rather
than transcended the traditional precolonial/colonial division of academic
labour. It also neglected the colonial period, on which the secondary liter-
ature is the slimmer yet the primary data are the thicker. However, three
recent books have added much to our knowledge of that era while one
of them, T. C. McCaskie’s remarkable micro-history of a village on the
outskirts of Kumasi, follows its subject from the 1840s to ¢.1950. These
books are written explicitly in the genre of social history, though with
significant economic dimensions.> The present study tries to broaden the
bridge between precolonial and colonial historiographies, and to give
systematic treatment to key aspects of the economic history of the colonial
period, as well as of the precolonial nineteenth century. Except for Kwame
Arhin’s slim though valuable monograph on traders, it is the first book
specifically devoted to Asante economic history.*
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The broader context is the relative neglect, over the last two decades,
of the economic history of Sub-Saharan Africa, within both African studies
and comparative economic history. Research in African economic history
made great progress in the 1960s and 1970s.> While some excellent work
has been done in the area since then, the most popular research agendas
among historians of Africa in the 1980s and since have concerned issues
of culture and identity. This ‘cultural turn’ has produced some extremely
important work, notably on Asante.® But the volume of new research in
economic history has been comparatively modest.” Where material phe-
nomena continued to be studied they now tended to be treated in cultural
rather than economic perspective. For instance, what colonial officials
thought about labour attracted more attention than the actual workings of
labour markets.®

It is striking that research interest in Africa’s economic past should
have waned during a period when publications on Africa’s current eco-
nomic affairs proliferated.” The latter trend was partly a response to a
widespread anxiety, inside and outside the continent, about the performance
of African economies. A perverse imbalance has emerged: while issues of
sustenance and accumulation weigh so heavily upon the present, the
further marginalisation of Africa’s economies has been accompanied by the
marginalisation of their histories. This study is intended to contribute to an
overdue revival of economic history, not just within African historiography,
but within African studies generally.

While African economic history was being relatively neglected by
historians and economists of Africa, it is hardly surprising that Africa’s eco-
nomic history—other than its external slave trades—has tended to occupy
negligible space in the emerging literature on ‘global history’.!® Yet Africa’s
economic history is potentially as relevant as that of, for example, prein-
dustrial Europe for the empirical exploration of the kind of concepts with
which a plausible theory of the political economy of long-term develop-
ment, and the obstacles to it, might be constructed.!’ One aim of this
book is to contribute to precisely such exploration.

Besides the importance of property and markets in factors of produc-
tion, and the need to give greater priority to research on Africa’s economic
past than has recently been the case, there is a further general reason why
a study of the kind attempted here should be valuable and indeed timely.
While many historians have looked away from economic issues, there have
been major theoretical developments in economics and, relatedly, in polit-
ical science. These developments offer challenges for those of us research-
ing African economic history to which we have only begun to respond.
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Meanwhile historians, anthropologists and economists of Africa have made
major advances in developing rich new literatures on environmental
and on gender history. The challenge here to economic historians is to inte-
grate the insights of these studies into their own work. The next section
outlines these developments in the theoretical and historical literatures.
Three further sections complete this chapter, respectively defining some
key concepts, describing the sources used, and outlining the chapters that
follow.

A. Recent Theoretical and Historiographical
Developments and African Economic History:
Institutions, Gender, and Environment

Earlier generations of economic historians of Africa found productive
inspiration in ideas drawn, variously, from classical and neoclassical eco-
nomics and from marxist theories of historical change and marxist-
inspired ‘history from below’. These approaches have by no means exhausted
their usefulness: history, including economic history, is not a ‘paradigm’
subject in which a new conceptual framework totally displaces its prede-
cessor.'? But the recent trends in complementary literatures have much for
economic historians of Africa to consider. This section will introduce the
relevant ideas from economics and rational-choice political science, and
those from the Africanist literatures on gender and on the environment.
As the discussion proceeds I will relate both to the evolution of the
economic historiography of West Africa.

The trends in rational-choice theory can be seen as addressing the
two basic limitations of traditional neoclassical economics as a source of
insight into historical processes. That is, its inability (in contrast to marx-
ism) to offer explanations for the existence and effects of the institutions
within which economic activity takes place (such as property rights, firms,
households and markets themselves), and its old concentration on models
of perfect competition. Both limitations have been tackled vigorously in
recent decades.

Attempts to make institutions part of what economizing logic can
explain have been made in a wide-ranging body of work in economics,
political science and related disciplines. Such studies have proliferated
since 1960, when perhaps the key founding text was published, and have
diversified beyond the boundaries associated with the original collective
label of ‘New Institutional Economics’.!3 If this is a ‘school’, it is one
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which encompasses internal disagreements on many issues. It is referred to
below, interchangeably, as ‘new institutionalism’ or ‘rational-choice polit-
ical economy’. In this literature the term ‘institutions’ is defined broadly
as rules, comprising both laws and informal conventions. This usage will
be followed throughout the present study. The defining common features
are the attempt to make the institutional context endogenous (an object
of explanation) and to do so by extending the logic of neoclassical eco-
nomics. Thus ‘new institutionalists’ have sought to use the calculus of
optimising individualism to unpack the collectivities surrounding and
overlapping economic behaviour. Such work has challenged the tradi-
tional tendency, in both neoclassical economics and marxism, to treat
the household as a unit for economic analysis. Instead the emphasis has
shifted to modeling the potentially divergent material interests of different
members of the household.' This theme is pursued in the empirical
analysis offered in later chapters. More immediately, Chapter 2 includes a
brief exposition of the new institutionalist theory (or set of related mod-
els) of most general relevance to the subject of this book: the theory of
induced institutional innovation.

Africanists were unexcited by the early manifestations of new insti-
tutionalism, which perhaps seemed to offer an overly determinist, exces-
sively optimistic, and in some cases ideologically driven model of how
institutions got better and better. But in the 1980s new institutionalism
arrived in African studies through the more subtle and non-dogmatic pen
of Robert Bates, much of whose work explored the causes, not of eco-
nomic progress as such but, rather, of why inefficiencies persisted." In the
1990s the first monographs appeared offering ‘new institutionalist’ accounts
of change over several decades in specific African societies.!® These valu-
able works succeeded in illustrating the potential of the approach, but
their analyses were constrained by relatively slight use of the available
archival sources. It is also fair to say that they were very much ‘applica-
tions’ of the theory that inspired them. What is now needed are more open-
ended explorations of the value of the theory in relation to a more extensive
body of primary sources.

New institutionalism could be said to deal with imperfect competi-
tion because it starts from the observation that real markets are rarely “fric-
tionless’. Experience departs from perfect competition in ways which new
institutionalists try to understand in terms of problems of cooperation.
Specifically, the incentives to individual actors may differ from those
which would produce the most ‘socially efficient’ outcome. In much work
by new institutionalists and by many economists who would not accept
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the label, such problems are related to imperfect information. Information
may be unavailable or costly to one or all partners to a contract. Much
recent work on less-developed economies has considered such issues. The
label ‘new development economics’ was applied early to this trend.!” By
whatever name, this literature has now reached the stage of being digested
into advanced textbooks.'® Yet, so far, it has not received the systematic
and critical attention it merits from historians of Africa.

To illustrate the potential benefits to such historians of drawing
on these trends in economics it is useful to relate them to perhaps the
most fundamental achievement of the existing economic historiography
of Africa, especially of West Africa. Back in the 1950s and early 1960s, the
era of political decolonisation when research in this field took off, there
was an orthodoxy that Africans’ economic behaviour, before and even
during and since colonial rule, was generally not ‘economically rational’.
Accordingly, it was supposed, resources were not allocated according to
the logic of scarcity that underlies market economics. This assumption
was influential within ‘modernization theory” and received its most subtle
formulations in the substantivism of Karl Polanyi and his students, who
applied it specifically to the history of West Africa as well as to other
regions of the world." But the historical research of the 1960s and early
1970s, extended later by careful and detailed critiques of specific substan-
tivist propositions, demolished such models as accounts of historical West
African economies.”’ More positively, the economic historiography of
West Africa tends to emphasize the rationality, agency and enterprise of
indigenous economic actors, both before the colonial occupation and
within the constraints of colonial economies.?!

The debunking of substantivism in the West African context paral-
lels trends in the economic historiography of other regions of the world.
The general debate has moved on, in that it is now widely recognized that
the substantivists overestimated the degree to which economic phenom-
ena are ‘embedded’ in their cultural and social contexts in ‘precapitalist’
societies; while, conversely, understating the extent to which economic
activity is so embedded in ‘capitalist’ ones. The ‘problem of embedded-
ness’ is a broad historical one, which simple ‘traditional/modern’ or ‘pre-
capitalist/capitalist’ dichotomies are inadequate to frame.*

This leaves a problem of where to go from here. Market forces may
have existed in precolonial and colonial West Africa, but no-one assumes
that markets were always present or, where present, perfect. The ‘new
development economics’ may help us to explore this side of West Africa’s
economic experience more fully than was done when attention focussed
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on the issue of African economic rationality. New institutionalism may
help us explain the institutional settings of West African economic activ-
ity. Along with other theoretical approaches,? it may also help us make
more sense of the problem of embeddedness. This is partly because, like
marxism (but unencumbered by the labour theory of value, though not
always free of its own burden of market idealism), it directs attention to
the structures conditioning individual economic behaviour, which may
make as much or more difference to outcomes as individual mental
calculus.

We noted above that one virtue of new institutionalism is that it
facilitates recognition by economists of the need to disaggregate the house-
hold: to recognize that the interests of its members may not be iden-
tical. This complements insights from recent historical research on gender
issues in the history of Sub-Saharan Africa. Particularly illuminating work
has been done in Asante history, especially by Jean Allman and Victoria
Tashjian, who have succeeded both in revealing new evidence about the
gender dimension of Asante history, and in interweaving it with the gen-
eral history of the society.?* The present study pursues the question of how
and how far access to productive resources was structured on gender lines,
and with what effects on efficiency and on the distribution of income, and
how and how far this changed over the long period under discussion.

Environmental history is another growth area of the literature*> which
offers insights for economic history, not least for students of property rights.
Let us set this in the context of a long-established tool in economic history:
the factor ratio. That is, the scarcity/abundance of labour, land and capital
in relation to each other, given the technologies in use at the time con-
cerned. Work on tropical Africa generally, and on West Africa specifically,
has made productive use of this concept. A. G. Hopkins, in particular,
argued that West Africa should be seen as ‘labour-scarce’ in the precolonial
and colonial periods, and used this observation to help explain both the use
of coerced labour in precolonial and colonial times and Africans” choice of
technique in agriculture.”® Development economists have also considered the
implications of the characteristic resource endowments of ‘land-abundant’
tropical regions.?” It can be crucial, however, to consider how much, and
how importantly, the composition of each factor varies in the historical
context concerned. Quality and fungibility can matter. From this perspective
a promising tool of analysis is Frangois Ruf’s concept of ‘forest rent’, which
will be defined and extended below.

Finally in this section, a methodological affirmation. The approach
to theory taken in this book is deliberately eclectic. Generalizing claims
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and explanations are considered as tools for analysing history and are
themselves critically evaluated in the light of the evidence.

B. Key Concepts: Forest Rent, Economic Rent,
Property and Markets

This section introduces certain terms crucial to the analysis offered in this
volume. ‘Market’ is used here in perhaps its most demanding sense
(formulated by Augustin Cournot in 1897): a ‘region’ in which the prices
of the same commodities tend to be equalised through competition.?®
This implies that an isolated transaction between a buyer and a seller does
not constitute a market because price-equalization through competition
cannot take place. It is conceivable that a broadly shared degree of relative
scarcity of a particular commodity could evoke similar responses in a
number of socially-isolated individual transactions; but this would not be
through competition.”” Again, Cournot’s definition would not apply in
full to a discriminating monopolist (or monopsonist), that is, one who
used his dominant position to impose different prices on different buyers
(sellers). Historically it is relevant to grade markets according to the
extent to which prices are determined by competition. Under monopoly
or monopsony competition influences prices, albeit one-sidedly. This
represents the minimum level of competition that can be accommodated
within the definition of market used here. ‘Fragmented’ markets are
defined as ‘not unified, even in the absence of [government] controls, so
that different participants face different prices for similar goods and
services.?

The term ‘property rights’ is used in this book in the broad sense
of entitlements to use resources in permitted ways. This definition, from
the ‘New Institutional Economics’, amounts to a generalization of the old
anthropological concept that in ‘precapitalist’ societies property in land or
people comprised not unconditional ownership but rather a ‘bundle of
rights’, each component of which is restricted (or, in ‘new institutionalist’
terminology, ‘attenuated’), while the bundle is divided (‘partitioned’)
between different owners.?!

‘Factor markets’ are defined here as markets in which the commodi-
ties are property rights in factors of production. These may include, for
instance, the purchase of people’s time for a specific productive purpose,
as in wage labour. They may also include slave trading: the purchase of
people themselves for a wider—though, under the rules of the society, still
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not unrestricted—range of purposes, providing these include the provision
of goods and services.

‘Economic rent’ is the surplus of income over opportunity cos
That is, the difference between the return actually obtained for the supply
of a resource and the minimum return necessary to elicit the supply of the
resource in its current use.”> Under perfect market conditions all factors
would receive their marginal product,34 so the actual return would equal
the opportunity cost and therefore no rent would exist. Rents arise from
departures from such conditions. Specifically, they arise if the supply of the
resource in question is less than perfectly responsive (elastic with respect
to) to price changes. Thus if labourers’ earnings exceeded the minimum
necessary to induce them to provide their services, the surplus could be
described as rent. In sum, economic rent is a surplus above what could be
obtained in a perfectly competitive market.

The concept of economic rent is useful for identifying who—if
anyone—was ‘exploiting’ who and how. The term derives from classical
political economy and has been adopted in some of the recent rational-
choice work which will be discussed in the next chapter. In that literature
rents usually figure as the incentives and rewards for individuals or groups
to act in ways that are damaging for economic growth and general social
welfare. But as a source of wealth beyond that achieved through market
competition, rents may be a key source of savings, which may be chan-
nelled in productive as well as unproductive directions. In principle, rents
may also be the incentive and reward for constructive innovation, as with
technological advances which give the pioneers temporary monopolies.*
It is arguable that much of economic history, for worse and for better,
turns on economic rent rather than profit.’® We will see in the chapters
that follow that factor markets in Asante have often been highly imperfect,
rendering them potentially major sources of economic rents.

Ruf’s forest rent’ is an idea from an economist that is timely for his-
torians of Africa. Recently there has been much high-quality research on
a variety of aspects of the history of human interactions with the physical
environment. Yet the ecological equivalent of the task of ‘gendering’ his-
tory largely remains to be tackled: the environmental dimension tends to
be added to historians’ traditional questions, without usually changing the
answers to the longer-established ones. ‘Forest rent’ is the kind of idea that
can link environmental and ‘mainstream’ history. In this case it can be used
to disaggregate the economic category of ‘land’ in a way that, I will argue,
helps make sense of the history of property rights in land and labour in
Asante.

.32
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Ruf has argued that experience with cocoa to date, worldwide, shows
that it has always been more profitable to plant the crop on land freshly-
cleared from primary or mature secondary forest than to re-plant it on old
cocoa farms. Cocoa booms have been and continue to be based on the
capturing of ‘forest rent’, the non-renewable reserve of soil fertility and
related ‘agronomic benefits provided by the forest’. Specifically, he defines
the term as the difference in the cost of producing a given quantity of
cocoa by planting ‘after forest clearance’ as against ‘replanting on fallow
land or after felling of the first plantation’, the difference being a function
of diminution in these ‘agronomic benefits’.?” Ruf thus coined the term
specifically regarding cocoa production. Here I extend it to denote the
market value of all the non-renewable productive assets provided by the
Asante forest zone, including spontaneously-planted kola, rubber and
‘timber’. In this historical context, one could even add known gold deposits,
which in this immediate vicinity were, so far, confined to the forest zone,
albeit fortuitously. As with cocoa, ‘broad’ forest rent is defined as a supply-
side saving, a lower cost of production. The difference is that whereas with
cocoa the saving is in the cost of first-planting compared to re-planting,
with kola, rubber and timber in the period under review, the saving
derived from using trees that were wild or ‘semi-cultivated’ (cleared around,
for access) rather than planted at all. What should be noted is that, whether
‘narrow’ or ‘broad’, forest rent reflects the depletable nature of natural
resources. It provided the basis of Asante’s competitiveness in international
commodity markets: for wild rubber, for example, before the onset of
plantation rubber from southeast Asia, and then for cocoa.

There is another dimension to be considered. Throughout the period,
in what is now Ghana and its neighbourhood, the most commercially
valuable natural resources were located only in the forest zone. On top of
the forest rent as such, there was thus a potential economic rent to be
obtained from controlling this location and denying it to others—from
obtaining a local monopoly. Economic historians have become increasingly
aware that the particular demographic and ecological endowment of an
economy can be extremely important as influences on its characteristic
technologies and institutions, in the short and even in the very long term.*
The notion of forest rent, in itself and considered also as a basis for
economic rent, may complement and modify the factor ratio framework.
Thereby it may help us to incorporate the particularities of the Asante
economy’s geographical and historical location into the analysis in a system-
atic rather than ad hoc fashion. In the period under discussion Asante was
not simply part of a relatively land-abundant region of the tropics; it was
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in a specific ecological niche, a forest environment of a particular kind
which faced its inhabitants with corresponding opportunities and con-
straints. The concept of forest rent can help us to express and examine the
implications of the impermanence of these opportunities, founded as they
were on the contestable control of non-renewable resources.

C. Scope and Sources of this Study

This section delineates and explains the institutional, chronological and
spatial limits of the case-study undertaken in this book, in the process
introducing Asante in more detail, and goes on to introduce the secondary
and, at greater length, the primary sources.

Rural Asante, 1807-1956

The institutional setting is that of the Asanteman: the Asante state, as an
independent entity and then under British overrule. This context gives the
history examined here much of its unity, as opposed to being an assemblage
of studies of politically separate districts. The kingdom was created at the
start of the eighteenth century as a union of several small states. The popu-
lation of these states shared with most of their forest-zone neighbours the
practice of matrilineal descent and (with their own variations) the Akan or
Twi language. Under the leadership of the Oyoko dynasty in Kumasi, how-
ever, the Asanteman was to surpass its original peers in size and might, cre-
ating a far-flung empire of provinces and tributary states. For much of the
eighteenth century the sale and re-sale of captives constituted probably the
largest source of government revenue and foreign exchange. As Western
demand for slaves fell during the early nineteenth century, Asante increased
its exports of gold and a semi-cultivated forest product, kola nuts. The last
quarter of the nineteenth century saw two British invasions and, in between,
a civil war (1883-8) and the beginning of a boom in the tapping of wild
rubber. The imposition of British rule by the second invasion—which was
unopposed—in 1896, was followed four years later by an unsuccessful
revolt, mainly by Kumasis. Following its suppression, Asante chiefs and
private farmers turned to establishing cocoa farms. Transport improvements
helped make it profitable, for the first time, for Asantes to produce a fully
cultivated, and therefore relatively resource-intensive, export crop. During
the period of internal self-government that preceded Ghanaian independence
in 1957, Asante became the centre of an intense struggle over the political
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economy of the new state. The Asante-based National Liberation Movement
(NLM) campaigned for a federal constitution and low taxation of cocoa
producers, in order to keep the bulk of the income from Asante exports
within Asante, and with more of it in private hands than was beginning
to be the case under the economic and political strategy followed by the
Ghanaian government in Accra.

The period 1807-1956 may be characterised as one in which the
indigenous private sector, from small producers and petty traders to rich
masters, enjoyed relative freedom to make money. 1807, the year in which
Britain, then the biggest slave-trading nation, banned its subjects from
buying and selling slaves, marked the effective beginning of the closure of
the Adlantic slave market.”” The Adantic slave trade had underpinned the
domination of the Asante economy by the state, in the sense of the ruler
and his chiefs. By contrast, I have argued elsewhere that a broad mass of
commoners shared—unequally—in the acquisition of wealth through the
production and trade of marketable goods between 1807 and 1896.%
This clearly continued during the colonial period. I have also argued that
when this widespread participation in the extra-subsistence economy was
threatened by an over-taxing indigenous ruler or by a cartel of European
merchants, it was defended by organized movements of export-suppliers
(most of the latter being relatively small-scale) in alliance with chiefs.!
Conversely, the choice of 1956 as the closing date for this study refers
to the electoral defeat of the Asante federalist movement by Kwame
Nkrumah’s Convention People’s Party. This secured the political conditions
for the consolidation of the centralising tendencies of the Ghanaian state
and, most importantly, for the policies of state-led economic development
pursued in post-colonial Ghana until the adoption of ‘Structural Adjustment’
in 1983.4

1807 also saw Asante forces extend the kingdom’s dominion down
to the coast, making Asante hegemony over the ‘Ghanaian’ forest zone
very close to complete. From 1826 onwards, an intermittent series of
military reverses and rebellions cost Kumasi control over the territories
beyond what became colonial Ashanti. Colonial rule entailed the possibility
that the Asantes might lose their monopoly of the forest rent from Asante
itself. We will see later that, as it transpired, this happened only marginally
as far as agriculture was concerned, though more so for gold and timber.
But the 1956 defeat of the campaign for a federal constitution for inde-
pendent Ghana was a defining moment in this context too. For it meant
that the tax share in the Asante forest rent could be spent anywhere in
Ghana—and in many of the years that followed, much of it was.
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The geographical framework of the study is rural Asante. This focus
enables us to concentrate on the institutions surrounding the main activ-
ities of the Asante economy. It should be noted that ‘rural’ embraces more
than agriculture. Gold production by ‘traditional’ methods of mining and
winning was as rural an activity as harvesting kola nuts or tapping rubber
trees. But though rural-based economic activities were dominant in the
Asante economy, and overwhelmingly so as far as indigenous enterprise
was concerned, they were not co-extensive with it. This study follows
rural-based activities into the towns, for instance in the case of the
marketing of agricultural produce, but it does not deal with specifically
urban activities except in so far as they interacted with rural ones. Thus
the Kumasi service sector and the large-scale mining by European com-
panies during the colonial period, centred on the towns of Obuasi and
Konongo, are part of the background rather than the foreground of
discussion here.

Secondary Sources

Asante has inspired one of the richest ethnographic and historical litera-
tures on any part of Africa. The most important research conducted
during the colonial period was ethnographic, pioneered in the 1920s by
R. S. Rattray, the official (but independently-minded) colonial government
anthropologist.* He sought to give an account of what he regarded as the
authentic Asante society, freed from the distortions of ‘exotic influences’
such as colonial rule and cocoa growing.* His interpretations emphasized
the functional efficiency of Asante institutions, and downplayed the
exploitative and conflictual aspects of some of them, notably slavery and
human pawning. His work remains invaluable, not least because of its
detail and the duration of his field experience. The anthropological and
sociological work during the later colonial period, most notably by Meyer
Fortes and K. A. Busia, was also broadly within the functionalist tradition.®®
One of its themes is particularly relevant to the present study, namely
Busia’s argument that a trend was underway in the 1940s and 1950s
towards greater economic individualism, for example in the appropriation
and transmission of farms.%® Research on Asante history and society since
Ghanaian independence has, above all, examined the history of the pre-
colonial kingdom. The pioneer was Ivor Wilks, perhaps the fundamental
achievement of whose early work was to show that the Asante state was
precisely that, rather than the matrilineage writ large, as Rattray had urged.?”
Over the last thirty years studies have appeared from many hands on a
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variety of issues relevant to particular topics addressed in this book. These
will be cited and discussed, as appropriate, in the chapters below.

Primary Sources

The rate of output of source material on the social relations of produc-
tion and trade within Asante became more voluminous with time during
1807-1956, though this does not apply to every year or even every decade
compared to the one before. There were also improvements in quality.
During the early nineteenth century there was a drastic increase in the
amount of data directly collected by Europeans from observation and
enquiry within Asante, as opposed to information and speculation avail-
able on the coast. In the later part of that century and in the colonial
period as a whole the rate of production of recorded statements by Asante,
and also by foreign, participants in the Asante economy tended gradually
to rise. During the colonial period there was an uneven but large growth
in the volume, variety and reliability of quantitative data. This culminated
in a big (yet relatively neglected) sample survey of the budgets of cocoa-
farming households throughout Asante which, conveniently given the clos-
ing date of the period under study, was carried out by the government in
1956-57.48 Because it asked a variety of questions pertinent to the present
study, it is drawn upon in several chapters below.

For this reason it is appropriate to outline the scope and form of that
particular survey here. It excluded what it defined as ‘urban areas’, namely
Kumasi and the two mining towns.* It was conducted in two stages. The
first was an enumeration of what was intended to be all the families” in a
very nearly random® selection of 240 out of 940 potential survey districts
throughout Asante. ‘Family’ was treated as a synonym for ‘household’,
which was ‘somewhat loosely defined as a group of persons living and
feeding together’. The authors averred that ‘there was no practical diffi-
culty in dividing the occupants of each house into groups on this basis’.’!
In this book ‘household” will be preferred when this definition is used,
because in Akan usage the English word ‘family’ is usually applied to the
abusua, matrilineage or matrilineal segment, as distinct from the conjugal
unit. The survey covered 36,852 households.> The second stage was a
detailed budget survey of a stratified sample comprising 1,620 families.
This narrower sample was drawn exclusively from households whose
members included at least one owner of bearing cocoa trees.’® At this stage
the authors were obliged to admit, implicitly, that despite the proclaimed
absence of ‘practical difficulty’, their conception of a ‘family’, or indeed a
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‘household’, was an over-simplification of Asante social reality. For the
budget study they decided to exclude just over 30 per cent of cocoa-
producing ‘households’, which were too complicated to be dealt with
‘efficiently’: because they were too large (over 15 people), too intercon-
nected financially with ‘other’ households, or were ‘abnormal’ in structure
(meaning, typically, that they were without an adult female). Most of the
exclusions related to the first two of these categories, both of which would
commonly have reflected polygamous marriages. ‘Excessive cash transac-
tions were to be expected mainly . . . where the husband and his wife or
wives were living in separate houses, thus forming different household
units according to the definition adopted in the survey.”>* In most of the
contexts in which this extremely rich survey is cited in the chapters that
follow, its narrow conception of domestic arrangements is unlikely to have
affected the conclusions in question. But the reader needs to bear in mind
the potential risk from such over-simplification: a hazard of which some
more recent users of survey methods seem to have been completely obliv-
ious.”> The enumeration was carried out from mid-May to end-July 1956.
The budget recording was done through the six months of the main cocoa
marketing season, September 1956 to March 1957.5¢

At all times there were great differences in the quantity and form of
sources on specific institutions, notably because of differences between
categories of source in the extent and nature of their concern with those
institutions. For instance, as we will see, elderly Asante informants (together
with the Fortes papers and an Asante autobiography) have made it clear
that the sources of agricultural labour during the colonial period included
cooperative work (n70boa) parties, but I have found no references to this
in colonial documents. In contrast, the rules and legacy of the Asante form
of slavery have made it rude to try, and perhaps impossible, to obtain
information from Asante informants about specific cases of slavery, as
distinct from the general features of the institution—whereas many indi-
vidual cases are documented in colonial court and administrative records.
Further discussion of source problems on particular issues is best deferred
to the appropriate contexts in the chapters below.

In my general search for sources I sought variety. This study draws
on colonial administrative and legal records, and papers preserved by
former colonial officials; on my own interviews, conducted primarily as
part of a case-study of the Amansie district, south of Kumasi, with farmers,
retired cocoa buyers and public officials; on publicly-available collections
of other scholars’ fieldnotes from Rattray onwards, including Fortes’s
papers from the Ashanti Social Survey of 1945-6;" on archives of European
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missionary societies, banks and cocoa-buying companies; and on contem-
porary publications, official and unofficial.

The single most useful source was the Ashanti Region Office of the
national archives of Ghana,® situated in Kumasi. Its administrative and
court records are even richer for the student of social and economic insti-
tutions than the collections of papers, mostly generated at higher levels of
the colonial hierarchy, held in Accra and London. The assets of the
Kumasi repository include documented statements from contemporary
Asantes, albeit in the limited—but pertinent—form of petitions to the
colonial government, statements in court and letters from chiefs to British
officials. Despite the wealth of the literature on many aspects of Asante
history, this is the first book to make extensive use of this archive, in the
sense that previous ones have referred to just one (known until recently as
the ‘D’ or ‘ADM’ series) of the various series in which its administrative
records were originally listed, and to its higher-level court records.>

However, while I hope that this study will underline both the range
and quality of the sources available on its subject, it by no means exhausts
them. In almost every major category of source, there is more material to
be found. Important parts of it are not as yet publicly available, and some
have apparently been mislaid.®® There is also scope for improving our
understanding of the significance of key texts through the production of
critical editions.®’ But the main constraint on my own search for and
use of sources has been a shortage of time available for the task. In this
practical respect, as well as in a general epistemological sense, the analysis
that follows can only be provisional.

D. Outline and Organization

Outline of the Story

The pattern the sources reveal® has several threads. Of these the central
one, I shall argue, is that of what, for the moment, can be called extra-
familial labour. During the nineteenth century slavery and pawnage were
the main sources of such labour, and were used on an increasing scale.
During the colonial period there was a fundamental decline in labour coer-
cion, a transition greatly facilitated by the income which Asante farmers
derived from their rapid adoption of cocoa cultivation. This was followed
by a growth of wage labour. But this turned out, in mid-century, to be an
importantly different sort of watershed from that envisaged in narratives of
modernization and proletarianization. The labourers, recruited largely from
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savanna areas to the north of the cocoa belt, used their freedom precisely
to bargain with potential employers. They gradually secured better terms
and insisted on changing the nature of the contract from simple wage
labour to a form of managerial share-cropping. Thus the ambiguity of the
notion of ‘free’ labour—free from ownership of the means of production,
or simply free from coercion—is illustrated by the Asante experience.

Crucially, this labour story has itself to be explained in the context of
the demand for, and control of, land. More precisely, it has to be understood
in terms not of natural resources in aggregate but of the specific kinds of
forest land which contained the most valuable natural resources in Ghana:
gold ore and soils suitable for cocoa production. The rents, ‘forest’ and ‘eco-
nomic’, which Asante chiefs and farmers derived from their control of such
lands made possible the importation of labour, whether coerced or voluntary.

Again, the changing pattern of land use facilitated a transformation
in capital formation: planting cocoa trees became the major form of
investment. The assets so created became the usual form of collateral when
substantial loans were made. The dynamics and welfare implications of
the informal credit market became the subject of major controversy, which
has continued to the present. For colonial Asante we find examples where
market imperfections permitted the extraction of rents, in both short-term
credit on forthcoming crops and long-term credit on farms themselves.
Yet it is argued here that the Akan system of pledging farms—the direct
successor to pawnage—was far from being simply a means of exploiting
the borrower. By eliminating the lender’s risk from default, it facilitated
a competitive market in loans for farm-owners from fellow farmers: contrary
to the usual image of “Third World’ agrarian relations.

Finally, all three factors, and the forms in which they were appropri-
ated and applied, have to be considered in relation to the household as well as
the market; and with reference not just to labour in general, but particularly
in relation to the gender division of both work and access to resources. The
development of an agricultural export economy involved, as we shall see,
continuing conflicts along gender lines and marked differences, for instance
in the rates at which females and males were able to become free from
slavery and pawning; and in the terms on which they were able to secure
shares in the productive assets of the cocoa economy.

Organization of the Discussion

The substantive chapters are organized in six groups of three. Part I expands
on the conceptual framework and the historical contexts. Chapter 2 offers
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an introduction to the debate about the development of capitalist relations
in Africa, and to the theory of induced institutional innovation. Chapter 3
gives an overview of the evolution of Asante natural resources, economy
and polity over the period. Chapter 4 outlines the changing relationship
between outputs and factor inputs.

Parts II and III examine a major era (1807-96) whose dominant
characteristic, from the perspective of factor markets, was the use of coer-
cion (physical and social) in the acquisition of extra-familial labour and
long-term loans. The purpose of Part II is to develop a description of the
pattern of property rights and markets in the period: successive chapters
(5-7) discuss land tenure, labour institutions, and capital and credit
arrangements. Part III analyses the causes and consequences of that pat-
tern. Chapter 8 examines the economics and political economy of slavery
and pawning, testing the standard rational-choice economic explanation
for slavery against the Asante evidence. Chapter 9 examines the gender
and kinship dimensions of the social relations of production. Chapter 10
pursues the implications for individual careers, welfare and conflict.

Part IV is the hinge upon which the story turns. It examines a double
transition, and considers the causal relationships—if any—between the two
processes: the decline of slavery and pawning, and the growth of cash-crop
farming. Chapter 11 asks why the British administration took 12 years to
implement its international commitment to prohibit slavery and pawning,.
Chapter 12 traces the survival and decline of the various forms of coerced
labour. Chapter 13 examines causation, and provides a test of the induced
institutional innovation hypothesis.

Parts V and VI consider factor markets in an era (1908—56) in which
coercion was decreasingly available as a means of obtaining workers and
collateral. Part V establishes a description of property rights and markets in
factors of production for the period concerned—with a chapter (14—16) on
each factor of production. Part VI analyses the causes and implications of
the pressures for change in land tenure as cocoa cultivation was extended
(Chapter 17), the spread of lending on cocoa crops and farms (Chapter 18),
and, of most far-reaching importance, the history of free labour contracts
over the 1910s—50s (Chapter 19).

Finally, Chapter 20 summarizes the findings and comments on their
significance for rational-choice theories and for the history of capitalism,
agrarian change and economic development in Africa.






PART I

Context and Concepts

Chapter 2 offers a brief exposition of two sets of ideas that generate issues
and hypotheses which will be drawn upon in subsequent chapters: the
debate about the historical development of capitalist institutions south of
the Sahara, and the evolutionary theory of property rights and of rent-
seeking. Chapter 3 sets out the general economic, ecological and political
contexts for the chapters that follow. It offers the first overview of the
history of Asante economic resources and activities over the extended
period covered by this book. Chapter 4 examines the relationships between
output and factor inputs (the production function) over the period. The
analysis suggests that we need to revise existing understandings of choice
of technique in West African economic history: for the precolonial period,
for the transition to cash-cropping, and for the established cash-crop
economy of the middle and later colonial period.






THEORIES AND DEBATES:

SOME TOOLS FOR THINKING ABOUT THE
HISTORY OF PROPERTY AND MARKETS IN
ASANTE AND BEYOND

The first chapter introduced the conceptual framework of this study,
defining key terms and identifying general theoretical and historio-
graphical reference-points. Some readers will be content to proceed
directly to Chapter 3. Others, however, will find a brief elaboration
of certain aspects of the conceptual framework necessary, either for
an introductory (if necessarily compressed) exposition or to clarify
definitions.

Two particular sets of ideas have fed the debate on the history of
property and markets in factors of production in Africa and elsewhere.
The general controversy about the dynamics of, and constraints upon,
economic development in African history turns to a great extent on
the extent and significance of the evolution of markets and private
property rights in factors of production. This discussion is surveyed in
Section A. The specific theory of institutional change offered by the
rational-choice school is expanded upon in Section B: the induced
innovation or evolutionary theory of property rights and, conversely,
of rent-seeking. In line with the eclectic and open-ended approach to
theory declared in Chapter 1, the emphasis in both sections is on set-
ting up questions and hypotheses for the empirical investigation which
follows.
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A. Marxist, Dependency and Agrarian-Populist
Perspectives on the Development of Capitalist
Institutions in Africa

The mix of market and non-market relations in the social organization of
production in Africa has stimulated controversy over how far market insti-
tutions have ‘emerged’ and proliferated; whether their spread is finished;
whether they have raised and can promote economic efficiency and with
what implications for equity; and how far their spread has been driven by
external or internal forces. Within this debate it is useful to distinguish
four basic positions as points of reference in the chapters to come. These
are the contrasting marxist and dependency views; and the ‘static’ and
‘dynamic’ versions of the agrarian populist position.

There is a widely-recognised parallel between the new institutionalist
notion that technological or demographic change may create disequilib-
rium within the property rights system, inducing changes to such rights,
and Marx’s view that new ‘relations of production’ appear—albeit by
revolution rather than evolution—when change in the ‘material productive
forces’ brings them into ‘conflict with the existing relations of production
or—this merely expresses the same thing in legal terms—with the property
relations within the framework of which they have operated hitherto’.!
However, marxists have seen this model of endogenous change in property
rights as less relevant as an account of the origins of capitalism in Africa
than what might be called Marx’s exogenous model, in which capitalism
was brought to precapitalist societies by the imperialism of the most
advanced capitalist ones. From this perspective the emergence of market
institutions in the region is evidence that its long-term trajectory is indeed
towards a high level of economic development. Thus for John Sender and
Sheila Smith the fact that, as of the mid-1980s, wage labour was vastly
more common than it had been at the start of colonial rule was much more
significant than the fact that it still accounted for a considerably smaller
proportion of the workforce of African countries than of Western ones.?

From a dependency theory perspective the order of significance is
reversed: the reproduction of apparently archaic relations of production is
seen as the major cause of Africa’s continued poverty.> Dependency theo-
rists argue that the region’s transition to capitalism is already over: having
amounted merely to the integration of precapitalist institutions into a
‘peripheral’” form of capitalism capable of generating only small advances
in productivity, and most of whose surplus is exported to advanced capi-
talist economies or, if spent locally, is consumed rather than invested.?
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Since the 1960s the main argument in the marxist and dependency
literature on the causes of the coexistence of ‘precapitalist’ and ‘capitalist’
relations of production in Africa has been about whether it constituted an
unequal ‘articulation’ of the two, under which the former subsidised the
latter. For example, most hired labourers in colonial Africa were not land-
less proletarians but male seasonal migrants, who, while working for much
of the year for wages, nevertheless retained rights of access to land in their
home areas. Their families used these rights to support the migrants when
they were sick, unemployed or too old to work, and also to rear the next
generation of labourers. The result, according to the ‘articulation’ argu-
ment, was that employers did not have to pay the full supply cost of their
labour. Rather, they offered just enough pocket money to persuade young
men to accept employment while their households supported them.’
Similarly, merchants were able to pay lower prices for cash-crops to the
extent that much of the cost of production was absorbed by a non-market
institution, the farming household, which might provide the land and
much of the labour and capital.® This line of thought has been extended
to rural women who, it has been argued, supplied goods and services to
the market either without direct remuneration, for instance when wives
helped on husbands’ cocoa farms, or in return for sums too low to com-
pensate for the subsistence cost of daily reproducing their labour.” Other
radical historians have argued, however, that the ‘articulation’ thesis exag-
gerates the licence for social manipulation enjoyed by capitalists. In south-
ern Africa, for example, the migrant labour system originated, if it did not
remain, as a compromise between the demands of employers on one hand
and of the labourers and the elders of their rural communities on the
other: labourers and their headmen initially exerted considerable control
over the terms on which labour was sold.® This revisionist literature epit-
omizes a major current in marxist historiography generally: the emphasis
upon class struggle rather than market prices, state power, or the interests
of the ruling class in isolation, as the principal determinant of institutional
outcomes.’ The issue of who benefits from migrant labour will be examined
for our West African case in Chapter 19.

‘Agrarian populism’ is a convenient label for views of partly subsistence-
oriented rural economies that emphasize the resilience of their institutions
and strategies in the face of supposedly modernizing forces from outside.
Populist positions on agrarian history, in contrast to marxist or rational
choice perspectives, are not necessarily linked to a more general theory
and have been put forward from a variety of premises. In the present
context we should distinguish sharply between ‘static’ and ‘dynamic’ variants.
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By the former I mean the traditional belief that African institutions
are precisely traditional; originally and abidingly so, in the sense of being
hostile to market forces and individualizing economic activity and social
identities. This idea seemed commonsense in the heyday of modernization
theory and of substantivism. But, as noted in Chapter 1, it has been over-
taken by subsequent historical research. West African societies may have
resisted particular forms of capitalism and of incorporation in the world
economic system, but the notion of a general refusal to respond ‘ratio-
nally’ to relative scarcities is discredited. Thus in the case of land tenure,
for instance, by the mid-1990s a critic could observe that ‘the conven-
tional wisdom’ is that ‘indigenous land rights, under the impulse of market
forces, are capable of significant autonomous evolution in a beneficial
(efficiency-enhancing) direction’—providing the state facilitated rather
than obstructed.!”

The efficiency and initiative of West African farmers in responding to
both resource constraints and market opportunities are central to the work
of the ‘agrarian populist’ writer most relevant to Asante agrarian history,
though she might not accept the label. Polly Hill’s famous study of the
pioneers of Ghanaian cocoa-farming, in what is now the Eastern Region of
the country, stressed their entrepreneurial qualities and also the capacity of
their existing institutions to accommodate the rapid, large-scale adoption
of an exotic and permanent crop. She argued that land sales were no inno-
vation of the era of cocoa and colonialism, and that the same was true
specifically of the institutions through which migrant farmers cooperated
to purchase land.!" Similarly, Hill disputes any assumption that widespread
agricultural indebtedness was new, or that it led to a further concentration
of ownership in what was already, as she notes, a highly unequal society.'?
The resilience of their farming households is seen as being founded not
simply in resistance to unwelcome changes, but in a dynamic adaptability
of both institutions and techniques, which has enabled them to seize mar-
ket opportunities as well as to cope with a variety of dangers.

Just as the efficiency and distributional significance of migrant labour
can provide a key test of conflicting marxist and dependency arguments,
a good test of the merits or otherwise of the agrarian populist position,
especially its dynamic version, is provided by the issue of the efficiency
and distributional significance of sharecropping. The characteristic form
of share contract in Ghanaian cocoa farming has been valuably exam-
ined by A. E. Robertson, who vigorously disputes any claims that it is either
anachronistic or transitional, and insists rather that it is enduring and that
this staying power is grounded in efficiency.'?
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Finally, a central proposition in the literature on Asante, and on
Ghana and West Africa generally, is that the state was broadly a restraint on
the development of capitalism: specifically, that it resisted the development
of individual property rights and the emergence of an indigenous capital-
owning class. For the precolonial Asanteman, a long series of varied studies
by Wilks, Arhin, McCaskie and others has emphasized the dominance of
the nineteenth-century state over the exchange economy and over the acqui-
sition of people and lands generally. These scholars have gone on to explore
the conflicts between the central government, merchants and provincial
chiefs over the distribution of wealth, and the ideologies dealing with its
accumulation.'® Recently, as indicated earlier, I have questioned the extent
of state domination of wealth accumulation in the nineteenth century, and
offered a revised view of the conflict surrounding it."> Historians of Asante,
particularly Arhin, have argued that colonial rule removed at least the fiscal
barriers to making and keeping private fortunes.'® On the other hand, the
literature on colonial West Africa generally has tended to emphasize the
social conservatism of British policy, anxious to restrain rather than promote
the operation of market forces. An interesting contribution, made with par-
ticular reference to Ghanaian cocoa farming, has come from G. B. Kay and
Anne Phillips, who combine a dependency-theory view of the colonial state
as actively opposing the development of African capitalists, with a marxist
emphasis upon class struggle, in the form of what they see as the emergence
of a strong local capitalist class challenging the dominance of foreign capi-
talists.!” Further, M. P. Cowen and R. W. Shenton have argued that the fail-
ure of British banks to supply credit to West African farmers was not for any
lack of enthusiasm on the part of the bankers but, rather, was the result of
a colonial government policy of resisting the development of private prop-
erty rights in land, including the right to mortgage it.'® This and the other
issues mentioned in this section will be pursued in later chapters, where the
debate on the emergence of agrarian capitalism in Africa is examined, for
one major case, in what I would insist is an essential perspective: that of the
changing relative scarcities of labour, land and capital. New institutionalism
has a specific theory, or even a pair of theories, to offer on this.

B. The Evolutionary (Rational-Choice)
Theory of Property Rights

New institutionalists’ theorizing uses as a baseline the idealized model of a
world in which resources are allocated through perfect competition. They
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recognise that in human experience such conditions are rarely met but
analyse these realities as deviations from the model. There are many models
of such deviation, but for present purposes we can distinguish two basic
stories, one optimistic, one pessimistic with respect to the growth of the
economy as a whole. In the optimistic account institutional inefficiencies
(deviations from perfect competition) arise as an unintended byproduct of
such processes as population growth and technological innovation. These
inefficiencies impose costs on some individuals or sets of individuals, creating
a demand from them for reform. This happy story is known as the theory
of induced institutional innovation. In this book it will also be referred to
by the more specific label of the evolutionary theory of property rights. In
the pessimistic story individuals act, in isolation or in combination, to main-
tain or create deviations from perfect competition which, though costly
to others and to the economy as a whole, create gains for themselves. This
sad story is the theory of rent-seeking. It will be noticed that both accounts
share the same assumption about human behaviour: that people act to
maximize their individual net incomes. Let me spell out these ideas in a
litle detail.”

In new institutionalist terms a property rights system is ‘socially effi-
cient’ to the extent that it creates incentives to individuals to use resources
in ways consistent with the interests of society as a whole. A property rights
regime achieves this insofar as it ‘internalises’ benefits and costs, that is,
ensures that those who gain from using a resource in a particular way incur
a corresponding share of the costs. By definition, this eliminates ‘external-
ities’ (costs and benefits to others, i.e. to non-contracting parties) and thus
removes the opportunities for ‘free riding’: enjoying the benefits of a
resource without sharing correspondingly in the costs. In this context the
most important attribute of property rights is ‘exclusivity’, the power to
deny others the same use of the resource concerned, because this inter-
nalises at least some of the gains and losses from the activity. For example,
cultivation simultaneously derives gain from soil fertility and depletes it.
If one tiller has sole rights of cultivation he or she receives the full benefit
of using the soil, and also has the full incentive to ensure that its fertility
is restored. Besides creating exclusivity, property rights also reduce ‘trans-
actions costs’, the costs of making and enforcing contracts (which themselves
may achieve exclusivity). Many transactions costs arise from divergence of
interests between ‘principals’ (such as landlords, lenders, slaveowners and
employers) and ‘agents’ (such as—respectively—tenants, borrowers, slaves
and employees). At least in a world of imperfect and unequally distributed
(‘asymmetric’) information, such divergence produces incentives for one
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party to take unilateral advantage of the other either before the contract
has been made (‘adverse selection’) or after it (‘moral hazard’). But estab-
lishing property rights is itself costly. Thus it is only efficient to create or
refine property rights if the net gains are positive.

According to the theory the mechanism of induced institutional
change is set in motion by an exogenous change which alters the relative
scarcity of factors of production: as with a fall in population that makes
land relatively more abundant and labour relatively less so (we can omit
capital to simplify this hypothetical case). The shift in physical ratios is
reflected in a shift in relative factor prices—at least implicitly. In our
example the most efficient combination of land and labour for producing
a unit will now involve more land and less labour than before. This implies
a shift in the ‘social efficiency price’ of each factor: this price being defined
as the highest return that could have been obtained from that unit if used
for another activity or by someone else for the same kind of activity.?
In our example the social efficiency price of land would fall while that
of labour rose. We can equate the social efficiency price with the ‘social rate
of return’ on a resource: the return that would be obtained if the resource
is combined with complementary resources in the proportions that precisely
reflect their relative scarcities. In a perfect market the social efficiency
prices would be explicitly translated into the amounts paid for the hire of
the respective factors. For illustration let us assume that labourers receive
wages and that much of the land is operated by tenants. If the change in
social efficiency prices is indeed accommodated by the existing property
rights regime there will be (in terms of the theory) no pressure for change
in those rights. But if, for instance, wages and land rents are fixed (or are
simply less than perfectly elastic) then an individual labourer will receive
a wage which is less than his or her now raised social efficiency price: it is
less than his marginal value product (the value of the output added by the
addition of his labour) would be if his labour was combined with com-
plementary resources in proportions reflecting the physical relative scarci-
ties.?! Conversely, tenants will be paying more for land than its social
efficiency price. The overall result is that the private rate of return—the
incentives to economic agents, be they individuals, households, firms and
even the state—does not correspond to the social rate of return. The
theory predicts that this will lead to a relatively inefficient combination
of resources: total factor productivity (output divided by the sum of
inputs) will be lower than it could be if the institutions were otherwise
arranged. This implies waste: output may be lower and input higher than
they need be.
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But would anybody notice? If they did, would the incentives to
them as individuals to exert themselves in the cause of reform be sufficient
to overcome the temptation to free ride? The theory envisages that some
individuals would gain personally from closing the gap between private
and social returns. This implies that it is not merely a discrepancy but a
disequilibrium: a situation in which individuals have incentives to alter
their behaviour. Enterprises (individual or otherwise) would gain from
higher total factor productivity. Continuing with the example, labourers
would gain if their wages reflected their true scarcity. Tenants and land
buyers would gain if the price of land was allowed to fall to reflect its
now-greater abundance. Existing landowners would lose. When an existing
property rights regime does not adjust to changed factor scarcities the own-
ers of the now more abundant factor will receive marginal revenue greater
than its social efficiency price. This surplus is an economic rent, as defined
in Chapter 1: the supply inelasticity from which it arises being the non-
adjustment of the property rights system to the changed supply situation.
In our example the economic rent is paid by tenants to landlords and,
implicitly, by wage earners to employers.

According to the theory of rent-seeking, rational individuals or sets
of individuals faced with a chance to acquire or keep an economic rent
will endeavour to do so.?? For instance, ‘socially efficient’ changes may be
blocked, rather than undertaken, by the state if they would reduce tax rev-
enue or reduce the incomes of influential private groups.?® Such ‘oppor-
tunistic’ behaviour helps to account for cases in which socially inefficient
property rights persist or may even be deliberately created.?* Thus from
the same assumptions about human motivation we obtain precisely oppo-
site scenarios. The problem then is to explain which interest will prevail.

A related issue is how to interpret institutions whose general features
may be understood, with equal logic, as implying either the extraction of
rent or a socially-efficient adaptation to particular circumstances. The key
example in the context explored in this book is ‘interlinked’ or, better,
‘interlocked’ transactions, where a contract in one market is simultaneously
a contract in another. This concept has been much discussed in develop-
ment economics, primarily with reference to sharecropping deals in South
Asian agriculture.?® In these a principal, acting simultaneously as landlord
and employer, makes an arrangement with an agent who is both tenant
and worker.?® For Asante history the notion of interlocking is pertinent for
understanding not only sharecropping but also the pawning of humans
and then—more questionably, as we shall see in Chapter 18—the pledging
of cocoa farms. In pawning and pledging, productive assets were transferred
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to the creditor for the duration of the debt, not simply in response to
default. Thus the pawning contract set the price of capital (or consump-
tion credit) but also included a price for the labour of the pawn. The
pledging agreement could be seen as setting the price of working capital
as well as putting a price upon land use rights and upon fixed capital (the
cocoa trees). In this study we will consider the historical evidence about
such institutions in Asante. The neoclassical intuition would be that
interlocking contributes to efficient resource-allocation by overcoming the
gaps in the markets and very high transactions costs that would otherwise
exist.?” For instance, without interlocking most would-be borrowers would
have suffered in that they would have been unable to get loans at all, because
of the high administrative cost to creditors of running small accounts and
the high risk of default on both interest and principal. In contrast, radical
critics see interlocking as extracting flows of income and transfers of assets
on terms which reflected highly imperfect market conditions: economic
rents. Their argument is that an insistent popular need for credit to finance
basic consumption gives moneylenders an inelastic demand for the scarce
resource of liquidity. They exploit this to transfer the risk of default from
themselves to the debtors. The interlocking of markets permits the extrac-
tion of surplus through the acquisition of productive assets under an
agreement made under duress, at prices which consequently undervalue
the assets.”®

Returning to the general problem of explaining whether socially-
efficient or inefficient interests will prevail, various propositions have been
put forward within the rational-choice literature. Douglass North noted
that present choices may be constrained by past ones (‘path dependence’).”’
Mancur Olson maintained that small groups tend to be more effective
than large ones in achieving collective goods because their individual
members have less incentive to free ride.> Bates, with reference to twentieth-
century Africa, has argued that large numbers of small producers are in a
structurally weak position compared to small numbers of large produc-
ers.’! There are empirical difficulties with these interesting arguments®?
and there is clearly more to the political dimension of institutional choice
than can be usefully encompassed by the new institutionalist vocabulary
introduced above. More is involved than costs, information problems and
interest groups (and their coalitions), important as all these are.? It seems
important to broaden the understanding of the state within the rational-
choice tradition and, more specifically, to explore how far the negotiation
and conflicts surrounding institutional choice can be illuminated by models
of strategic behaviour.?
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Thus rational-choice political economists recognise that a purely
economic explanation of institutional change will be incomplete; and have
posited various ways of finishing the job. So far the latter efforts have
succeeded in making the analysis more nuanced, but not much more deter-
minate. The more subtle the theory has become, the more it seems to mul-
tiply contingency rather than to clarify causation. But perhaps this reflects
historical reality; on a modest scale this book will provide a test of this.

A further query is, methodologically, of an opposite kind: whether
the rational-choice approach wastes information (is ‘reductionist’). The
anthropologist Pauline Peters argues that a purely instrumental explana-
tion of institutions is precisely reductionist.> Certainly the logic of the
theory of rent-seeking seems self-defeating if it is intended as a sufficient
account of the state.’® Whether the same objection is convincing when
applied to micro institutions will be considered for Asante in subsequent
chapters.

It should be emphasized that the risk of reductionism entailed in the
rational-choice approach arises from one of its virtues: that it seeks deter-
minate explanations. ‘Rational’ choice per se merely means choosing one’s
preferred alternative, whatever that happens to be: the general definition
is purely formal, implying nothing about the content of the preferences.
But when qualified or restricted to mean specifically the maximisation of
net income, the very narrowness of this restricted sense avoids the risk of
tautology®” and offers the ambition of ‘explaining much by little’.?® This
advantage can be surrendered when the conception is broadened to allow
for ‘constrained optimization’. When a farmer, for example, is assumed to
balance income maximization with risk minimization and possibly other
goals, there is a danger that anything that he or she does short of suicide
is taken to confirm the preconception. Thus there may again be, paradox-
ically, a trade-off between sophistication and explanatory power. The need
to escape such a trap will be borne in mind in the empirical analysis here.

Despite these cautions, the evolutionary theory of property rights
provides a valuable framework, expressing important hypotheses on how
property rights affect economic activity; how they change, and why effi-
cient changes may not occur. It contrasts intriguingly with the theoretical
approach that market economists have traditionally adopted to analyse the
cash-crop expansion of early colonial West Africa: the ‘vent for surplus’
model(s).” In these models growth of output occurs while total factor
productivity remains unchanged. That is, the contention of these authors
is that the great expansion of output was achieved within the same pro-
duction function, simply by putting to work previously unused land and
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labour. If so, there would be no pressure for property rights to change unless
and until the early growth of export agriculture was succeeded by a phase
in which some farmers specialized in export production.

In later chapters it will be argued that the evolutionary institutionalism
introduced in this section is useful in analysing the history under investi-
gation; but that, as with the more persuasive of the notions surveyed in
the section before, by itself it is insufficient.



ASANTE, 1807-1956:

THE STATE, OUTPUT AND RESOURCES

This chapter delineates the changing political, economic and ecological
settings in which resources were put to work over the period. Section A
outlines the political institutions and policies within which Asantes pursued
their livelihoods. It describes the structure of government and assesses what
the states (precolonial and colonial) claimed to do and what they lacked
the power to do. Section B surveys the output of goods and services, from
which the demand for factors of production derived. It summarizes the
varieties and approximate scale of subsistence and extra-subsistence
economic activity. Section C describes the stocks of labour, land and capital.
Finally, Section D draws together the implications of the previous sections
for markets and property rights in productive resources. The primary
purpose of the chapter is to provide a foundation for the analysis developed
in subsequent chapters. But the discussion is also intended to contribute
directly to the literature: on various specific points, and in the sense that
the overview of economic activity and resources presented here is the first
to be offered for the colonial era in Asante, let alone for our period as a
whole.!

A. Government: Structure, Pretensions, Limitations
This section begins with a description of the structure of government, ver-

tical (the hierarchy) and horizontal (the metropolis and the provinces),
and of the major conflicts and changes over the period. I then outline the
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demands and claims made by the nineteenth-century kingdom and by
the colonial regime on the population, especially fiscal. Following this,
I emphasize a theme that is often overlooked, especially in precolonial
contexts: the role of the state as a facilitator of economic activity. Finally
in this section, we note the limits of state control: especially the inter-
related constraints of limited resources and of potential or actual opposition
from among the population.

The Structure and Location of Political Power

The Akan term for a polity of any size, whether independent or incorpo-
rated in a larger entity, was (and is) oman. For convenience I will reserve the
word ‘state’ for the macro polities: the Asanteman (Asante as a political whole)
and the colonial and Ghanaian states. Component aman will be referred
to as ‘chiefdoms’ or ‘chieftaincies’, reflecting the convention in Ghanaian
English that their heads are known as ‘chiefs’. The elementary level of
political organization in precolonial Asante, and in the chiefdoms as they
operated under colonial overrule, was the matrilineage (abusua, pl. mmusua).
It was through membership of an abusua that free (non-slave) Asantes
were integrated into the polity. The matrilineage head (abusua opanyin)
owed allegiance to a sub-chief: an asafohene, ‘captain’, or an obirempon
(pl. abirempon or abonsamfoo), ‘chief’. If he lived in a village he would also
be under a headman (odekuro), who was addressed as nana, ‘chief’, but
was appointed by the head chief rather than chosen by his own elders, and
lacked the main symbol of chieftaincy, a ceremonial stool. Head chiefs
were of two kinds: provincial and Kumasi-based. This distinction requires
elaboration.

The major provincial chiefs, the amanhene (sg. omanhene), were those
whose chiefdoms (the @mantod) had joined with Kumasi, under the leader-
ship of the latter, in creating the Asante state: Mampon, Nsuta, Dwaben,
Kokofu and Bekwai. During the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, however, they were obliged increasingly to share the limelight
with the Asantehene’s metropolitan subordinates. The leadership of the
Asantehene in the territorial expansion of the period enabled the central
government to secure the largest share of the conquered lands and rev-
enues, and to strengthen central authority, political and judicial, over the
amantod.* The original Kumasi sub-chiefdoms were rewarded with addi-
tional lands and subjects. Furthermore, several Asantehenes used their
powers of patronage to create new stools, thereby consolidating the ruler’s
own control over government.’ These offices were also endowed by their
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royal patrons with grants of land and subjects. By no means all the grants
were the fruits of empire. Many communities within the amantod were
sequestrated by the Asantehene’s courts, in punishment for rebellion or
other offences, real or alleged, and redistributed to loyal or favoured ser-
vants, who on some occasions were among the amanbene but more often
held one of the stools created by the ruler.

Partly because of the conquests and redistributions of commu-
nities and lands, boundaries of allegiance and ownership were distant
from being geographically coherent. Kumasi chiefs had villages far from
the capital, often intermixed with villages serving provincial head chiefs.
The spatial pattern was more of a network than a set of contiguous fron-
tiers.” Moreover, as will be explained later, in the nineteenth-century
economy there was little need to define stool boundaries with precision.
The combination of these facts helped to create the conditions for a pro-
liferation of disputes over land and rent when cocoa cultivation was
adopted.

The reallocation of communities by the central authorities was a
source of long-term conflict, as amanhene sought to recover villages and
lands that had once belonged to them. Meanwhile within those Akan-
populated areas which, though outside the amantod, had been subjected
to full administrative incorporation in the Asante state once they had
been conquered,6 there was a powerful tendency towards secessionism.
This applied, most notably, to the southern district of Adanse and to the
western district of Ahafo. Both varieties of centrifugalism were liable to
be challenged, however, by other local chiefs or interests who allied them-
selves with Kumasi.” Decentralist or secessionist initiatives would emerge
when the Kumasi government was weak, as it was after military defeat in
1874 (when the British burned the capital), and, especially, during the
civil war of 1883-88. The peace settlement which enabled Asantehene
Agyeman Prempeh I to begin his reign was obtained at the price of the
restoration to provincial chiefs of many communities and their associated
lands.®

In 1896 the British stopped short of formal annexation but imposed
a skeleton administration under a Resident. After defeating a major upris-
ing in 1900, primarily by Kumasis,” Britain formally annexed Asante
with effect from 1 January 1902 (at the same date the British territories
to the south, which since 1874 had been the Gold Coast Colony and
the Protectorate,'? were merged formally under the name of the former).
The ‘Ashanti’ administration was headed by a Chief Commissioner answer-
able to the Governor of the Gold Coast Colony.
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The British at first tried to capitalise on provincial sentiment by exil-
ing the Asantehene, in 1896, and by declaring the abolition of the Kumasi
chiefs' authority and property rights outside the Kumasi district itself.
Meanwhile they elevated a number of provincial sub-chiefs to the rank of
omanhene."! But such drastic intervention from outside proved difficult to
maintain. In the face of continued local conflicts and complaints, the
colonial regime gradually came to the view that it would be politically and
administratively easier to govern through the Asantehene than it had
proved to be by bypassing him. First Agyeman Prempe was restored as
‘Kumasihene’ in 1924. Then in 1935 the governor of the Gold Coast
announced the ‘restoration of the Ashanti Confederacy’. It was headed by
a Council of Chiefs under Agyeman Prempe’s successor, Osei Agyeman
Prempeh II, who was now recognised by the colonial administration as
Asantehene. The confederacy included all the chiefdoms which regarded
themselves as Asante, plus, from the west, those Bron chiefdoms which
opted in, including Wenchi. Also restored was the formal political and ter-
ritorial authority of the major Kumasi sub-chiefs (now termed the ‘clan
chiefs’) over their old domains outside Kumasi district (including Ahafo).
Correspondingly the various amanhene created by the British
were demoted to sub-chiefs each under a Kumasi chief.!? The tide of cen-
tripetalism was to be turned after Ghanaian independence, it may be
noted, when Nkrumah followed his victory over the NLM by honouring
his promise to his anti-Asantehene supporters by creating a new region of
Brong-Ahafo, separate from the Ashanti Region.?

Within colonial Asante the executive initially acted as the judiciary:
the only British courts were the commissioners’ courts, with limited appeal
to the Supreme Court of the Gold Coast and to the West African Court of
Appeal. Barristers and solicitors were not permitted to represent clients in
courts within Asante from 1906 until 19334 and thereafter only in British
courts. Most cases were brought, initially at least, before chiefs’ courts (now
named Native Tribunals).!> Thus it was only late in the period, and then
only in part, that the courts were separated from the executive.

Government Demands and Claims

We have seen that, before 1874, the central government of Asante demon-
strated the capacity to intervene in property rights in the sense of restruc-
turing and redistributing the ownership or sovereignty over lands and
subjects. It also demanded heavy death duties and rents on the use of some
natural resources.'® Besides these it obtained revenue from a variety of
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sources, some of which were also tapped by chiefs: war booty; tributes
paid by defeated or otherwise subordinated rulers; taxes on the income of
the Asante population at the point at which it was earned, such as market
tolls and gold-mining rents, plus a range of occasional levies which, for at
least part of the country, sometime in the later nineteenth century, were
apparently consolidated into an annual poll tax; court fees and fines; the
occasional labour services of all subjects (in war or public work); and the
regular labour of the chiefs’ servants, the gyaasefoo, who farmed, traded,
escorted and in other ways served them.!” The political culture favoured
the self-acquisition of wealth, providing it contributed to stool revenues,
ultimately if not necessarily immediately.'®

Taken together these exactions within Asante and outside helped to
justify the government’s contemporary reputation as an unusually power-
ful state by nineteenth-century West African standards, not only militar-
ily but also in the ability of government to control the lives of its own
people. That impression was cultivated by the Asante government itself,
not least amongst its own subjects, as has been vividly documented by
McCaskie.!” Asantehene Mensa Bonsu put it this way to a visiting mis-
sionary in 1876: ‘It is a tradition among us that Ashantis are made to know
they are subjects, altogether under the power of their King’.?® This was
done most vividly through a cult of funerary killings to honour deceased
notables by providing them with subordinate companions whose presence
would enable them to maintain their own social rank in the afterlife.”!
Convicted criminals and northern slaves were particularly liable to be
selected for oblation but some free Asante, some of whom were described
as volunteers, also died.

These oblations illustrate a general point, which has been urged and
detailed by McCaskie: the mental universe of both government and
people was far from secular.’? The attitudes and likely responses of ances-
tors, witches and shrines had to be taken into account by any actor calcu-
lating the probable outcome of a possible action.?® In principle the use of
productive resources, and the exercise, creation and alienation of property
rights over them, might be affected by the threat of sanctions from such
sources or by the degree to which the values those sanctions enforced
had been internalized by the actors.?* As far as economic life is concerned,
religion determined the day of rest from farming, as it did in monotheis-
tic societies of the period. Though some sources specify the day as
Thursday,? T. E. Bowdich, who stayed in Asante in 1817, stated that the
day varied from family to family,® presumably reflecting the decentralised
character of Asante religion. Fear of witchcraft might increase costs: for
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the colonial period there is evidence of cocoa farmers paying for protec-
tion against possible witchcraft from matrikin jealous of their success.””
The cost of such insurance, however, clearly was not sufficient to deter the
huge investment booms, in the form of cocoa-planting, which (as we shall
see) occurred near the beginning and again at the very end of the colonial
era in Asante.

In general, threats of what in secular terms would be considered
‘supernatural’ sanctions, and appeals to related values, were exercised at all
levels of social and political seniority. Chieftaincy was a sacred office because
chiefs were intermediaries between their living subjects and the royal
ancestors.”® Above all, as the Asantehene emphasized annually through his
Oduwira festival (a ‘feast of the dead’, as Busia described it), the central gov-
ernment had a comparative advantage in this arena t00.%’

The colonial regime announced itself to many of the villages of
Asante by requisitioning labour, through the chiefs, especially to carry
loads before the railway was completed. Punishment levies of labour were
imposed after the 1900 rising on subjects of those chiefs who had partic-
ipated in Yaa Asantewaa’s rising.’” After this early phase, however, colonial
appropriations were paid in cash. The central government did not impose
a direct tax.’! Rather, its main source of revenue was import duties,
enabling the regime to limit both political risk and collection costs. As in
the Gold Coast Colony, and in southern Nigeria, this reliance on customs
duties instead of direct taxation—the latter being usual practice elsewhere
in the European empires in Africa—was made possible by the fact that
agricultural exports, and therefore import-purchasing power, were excep-
tionally high compared to most other colonies. The opportunity to grow
cocoa, and farmers’ response to it, was decisive here.

The costs of the state in the colonial period included those of the
maintenance and operation of chieftaincy, under the system of ‘indirect
rule’. The chiefs” sources of revenue included the fees and fines charged by
their courts, royalties paid by any European or other firms with timber or
mining rights on chieftaincy lands, and rent paid by non-subjects with
bearing cocoa farms on those lands. In addition, chiefs occasionally levied
per capita taxes on their own subjects (with a higher rate for men than for
women, evidently reflecting perceived income differentials). As we will
see, these levies were often prompted by heavy legal costs arising from dis-
putes over boundaries with neighbouring chieftaincies in response to the
new value that cocoa gave to the land.

By the end of the colonial period a fundamental fiscal innovation
had occurred, though it was not initially intended as such. The government
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inserted itself between the cocoa producers and local buyers, on the one
hand, and the world cocoa market, on the other, by declaring a statutory
state monopoly of cocoa exporting. Introduced as a wartime expedient in
1939, this arrangement was reconstituted in 1947 as a permanent fixture
in the shape of the Gold Coast (later Ghana) Cocoa Marketing Board.*?

The export monopoly gave the state unprecedented capacity to raise
revenue from the cocoa growers, simply by keeping a large part of the pro-
ceeds it received for the crop on the world market, minus the costs of
exportation. This institutional innovation began a trend in the political
economy of Ghana, for the substitution of administrative and political
mechanisms, including patronage, for the market as the major channels
through which resources were allocated and fortunes pursued.

The State as Facilitator of Economic Activity

The precolonial kingdom performed several roles which, whether inten-
tionally or incidentally, had the effect of facilitating trade and extra-
subsistence production by both private and state enterprise. It enforced
a currency zone with a single, general-purpose, currency. While cowries
were used in the northern transit markets, within Asante itself gold dust
(sika fisturo) was, in the words of the Methodist missionary Thomas Birch
Freeman, ‘the only medium of purchase or exchange for the wants of
life’.?3 Brodie Cruickshank, a long-resident merchant and administrator
on the Gold Coast, noted that ‘In Ashantee it is forbidden to sell or pass
[cowries] . . . at all, under very severe penalties’. He argued that the use of
gold dust as a medium of exchange on the Gold Coast had hindered the
expansion of the economy because ‘its supply was so limited, and so little
diffused’.3* Whether he was right or not, there seems to be no evidence of
this problem occurring in Asante. The main reason for this was probably
that the government ensured a constant flow of new currency, offsetting
that which left the economy in payment for imports. By law all nuggets
of gold above a certain size, on their discovery, had to be sent to the
Asantehene’s treasury.®® There they were reduced to gold dust, part of this
product being returned to the miner and his chief. The scale and signifi-
cance of this was highlighted by the Frenchman Marie-Joseph Bonnat, in
a journal he drafted while captive in Asante, 1869-74:

If it [gold] arrives in Europe in dust form, it is because this dust is the currency
[la monnaie courante] of the country and the nuggets are pulverised to facili-
tate transactions. In Kumasi only [seulernent] there are more than a hundred
workers solely occupied in this work which I have often examined close up.*
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Moreover in Asante, at least, it seems that the inflexibility of gold as a
medium of exchange was eased because very low-value commodities—
traded for that reason exclusively by women, as we shall see in Chapter 6—
were bartered. The state also reduced transport costs by obliging villagers
who lived along major routes to repair the damage from wear, rain and
encroaching vegetation.”’

The nineteenth-century state also sought to restrain abuses of power
by its own servants. In 1817 Bowdich witnessed the promulgation of a law
under which government officials on their travels had to ‘“offer a fair
price”” when they wanted food, and if the offer was refused, to ‘“then
demand one meal”” only before proceeding.’® This, he commented, ‘was
particularly consolatory and beneficial’ to slaves sent to farm in the remote
areas. He wrote that ‘the greater part’ of the portion of their produce that
they would otherwise have kept for themselves (having fulfilled their
obligation to their masters), ‘had been pilfered in common with the
poorer class of Ashantees, (nominally but not virtually free), under various
pretences, either in their distant plantations or on the arrival at the mar-
kets, by the public servants of the King and the Chiefs’.** Bowdich may
well have exaggerated the scale of such appropriations, but the law he
described should have strengthened the property rights even of slaves.

Above all, it was the military power of the late-precolonial state,
especially before the 1874 defeat, and the policy of its government
which secured for Asantes the ‘broad forest rent’ from their lands and
reinforced it by the exploitation of locational advantage: possession of
the geographically-dominant position in the transit trade. To be precise,
in terms of natural resources the eighteenth-century conquests delivered
for Asante a local monopoly of kola nuts and a near-monopoly of gold.
These were defended with relative success until 1874.4° In contrast, out-
siders—specifically seasonal migrants from Akyem—were to participate
as principals in the extraction of wild rubber in Ahafo, probably in the
late 1880s and certainly in the 1890s. This was made possible by the fact
that by the end of the civil war in 1888 Kumasi had lost control over
Ahafo, hence the Akyem were able to enter and negotiate with local
chiefs.*! Meanwhile, as will be detailed later in this chapter, for over
thirty years before 1874 a national monopoly of the transit trade (pre-
venting Hausa traders from the north and Fante traders from the south
from dealing directly with each other) was a further source of economic
rent.*> The government used its control over transit routes to deny savanna
polities the opportunity to import European weaponry: with highly
select exceptions the re-export of guns and gunpowder to the north was
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prohibited,? reinforcing the Asante advantage in relation to its savanna
neighbours.

Let us now consider the record of the colonial regime in these same
respects. It, too, enforced a general-purpose currency, and in this case a
more ‘diffusive’ one. The fact that the precolonial currency had been gold
dust had the fortuitous virtue, in this context, that its de-monetization did
not necessarily reduce its exchange value: in contrast to the asset losses
suffered by holders of precolonial currencies in most other parts of West
Africa. On transport, the colonial government was responsible for the
introduction of mechanization, in the form of the railway, which was built
and operated by the state.®> The construction of motor roads was in some
cases by the initiative of chiefs and villagers.“® But the administration was
also generally keen to promote the building and upkeep of roads, at least
within Asante (roads which fed the railways were preferred to roads which,
by matching their routes to the coast, competed with them: thereby aggra-
vating the government’s financial burden, as the railways were state-owned).?
‘“Talking hypercritically’, wrote Chief Commissioner F. C. Fuller of the
early roads made in the colonial period, ‘the want of bridges, easy gradi-
ents, and lack of ballast, render these Roads of little value for vehicular
traffic as yet; but they open up the Country in a wonderful manner and
spell moral as well as material progress.’48 Expenditure on roads, and edu-
cation and agricultural research, reached new heights after 1945, when
‘development’ became politically imperative.®

On the abuse of power by government servants, it is interesting to
note that the new regime faced repeated complaints of looting of food-
stuffs and other items by the ‘Hausa’ troops in the colonial army. Like its
indigenous predecessor, the colonial government had to try to impose dis-
cipline on its agents. In its first two decades at least, government carriers
and soldiers emulated the precolonial officials in giving rise to accusations
of abusing their position to make private seizures of foodstuffs.”

Finally, colonial policies had mixed implications for Asante economic
rents. The indigenous monopoly of the transit trade was ended. European
mining and timber companies obtained long-term leases. Much less well-
known is the fact that the colonial regime permitted European agricultural
interests to acquire land, for rubber and cocoa plantations. Such planta-
tions were indeed established in the southern district of Adanse.”! But the
language of colonial officialdom generally supported Asante ownership of
Asante soil. The policy was certainly to discourage sale of land to Africans
from outside Asante. These points will be documented and developed fur-
ther in later chapters. It can be said that in general British policy tended to
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maintain or even reinforce the control by Asantes, as distinct from other
Africans, of the broad forest rent.

The Limits of State Power: Resources and Resistance

Having described the structure of government, and outlined its pretensions,
let us now consider the limits of state power. Emmanuel Akyeampong and
Pashington Obeng have argued that, despite the ruler’s claims, in Asante
belief supernatural power ‘was available to all’.>> More prosaically, in most
of the nineteenth century the kingdom had no standing army, nor even a
monopoly over conscription. When required, forces (including already
recruited, but not mobilised, troops) were summoned by the Asantehene,
from his Kumasi subordinates and through the relatively autonomous
amanhene.> Partly because of this, partly as a result, the Asantehene’s con-
trol over the population was subject to important constraints.

One was the risk of revolt, local or general. This was facilitated by
the ubiquity of firearms, for—McCaskie has argued—possession of a gun
was considered a right, duty and hallmark of free manhood.’* Revolts were
usually by tributary states or provincial chiefs, but in 1883 Asantehene
Mensa Bonsu was deposed by a popular uprising.>® Ironically, he had
recently created a standing regiment of riflemen, recruited from outsiders
(northerners, mostly slaves).”® Evidently this innovation—presumably
intended for use against Britain—failed to ensure his security at home.”

A second constraint (applying to chiefs as well as to the Asantehene)
was the combination of low population density and a forest environment.
The details of this and its implications for the production function will be
discussed later. An implication for institutional choice was that to demar-
cate territory (as the colonial administration was to find with chiefdom
boundaries), let alone to survey individual farms, in this high-forest set-
ting was expensive.’® Further, any attempt to make farmers’ access to land
conditional on large payments would have required great resources to
attempt and even then been administratively, militarily and politically dif-
ficult to achieve. It was surely a reflection (in part self-reinforcing) of the
weakness of the central government’s day-to-day presence in the provinces
that the state had only a vague sense of its own territorial extent. For as
Wilks has shown, the rulers of the Asanteman considered their frontiers to
lie a notional twenty-one days’ travelling distance from the capital, in all
directions; to the south, ten would have been more accurate.”®

A third constraint was the availability of neighbouring powers as a
source of possible refuge, support and inspiration to Asante dissidents.
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This was particularly important after 1874, when the British prohibition
of slavery in the Gold Coast Colony and Protectorate meant that runaway
slaves could seek refuge over Asante’s southern border. Meanwhile Asante
political exiles gathered in British territory and argued that their own
country needed institutional reform—perhaps enforced by British annex-
ation—to bring Asante into line with the Gold Coast: for example, the
abolition of death duties, which they claimed were an infringement of
private property rights and a deterrent to enterprise.®

The colonial government, too, operated under powerful constraints.
The most pressing was usually lack of resources, for the administration
of Asante suffered the general colonial commitment to financial self-
sufficiency.®! The transition from fiscal minimalism to a doctrine of active
‘colonial development’” was not much manifest in expenditure in Asante
until the late 1940s. As will be shown below in relation to the enforcement
of the law on slavery and pawning, the British administration was extremely
short of manpower, especially in the early years. Though the ‘thin white
line’ was gradually thickened, both with more commissioners and more
agricultural officers and other technical specialists,®* the implementation
of laws and policies always had to be done to a great extent through Asante
personnel. This meant very largely the chiefs and their officials, until
1951-52 when elected local and district councils took over some of the
chiefs’ functions.®

In two important ways the chiefs were unlikely to be fully obedient
substitutes for a more expensive, direct-rule, colonial administration.
First, the government lacked the means to monitor chiefs’ behavior to
ensure that they enforced colonial rules even when they were against
chiefs’ own interests and/or convictions. For example, as we will see in
Part Four, chiefs were hardly conspicuous in the enforcement of the pro-
hibition of slavery after 1908. Second, in the long term the effectiveness
of chiefs as an instrument of colonial rule depended, paradoxically, on
their enjoying a degree of autonomy from it. They could only retain sup-
port from their subjects if they earned their respect as defenders of their
interests. This tension can be seen in the chiefs’ support for the cocoa
hold-ups in Asante between 1927 and 1938, when farmers and brokers
refused to sell cocoa beans to European firms. In 1927 and 1930 the
colonial authorities forced chiefs to abandon threats to punish holdup-
breakers. But in 1937-38, faced with a much more widespread holdup
movement, they seem to have felt that it would be politically unwise to
force the chiefs into more than nominal respect for the colonial law
against restraint of trade.%*
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The capacity of chiefs to enforce established rules was undermined
by the spread of Christianity, which weakened the ideological dominance
of chiefs, as to some extent custodians of indigenous religion. Initially at
least, it seemed to provide a delinquent’s charter for citizens wanting to
avoid corvée and other obligations to the chief.®> In principle it also weak-
ened the claims of ancestors as a constraint upon the alienation of land.
Against these challenges to the old mental order was a tendency towards
syncretism, accepting elements of Christianity and preserving or adapting
elements of indigenous belief: worshipping God and acknowledging the
ancestors continued membership in the family and polity, fearing the
devil but also the witch.®

During the colonial period perhaps the major problem for Asante
suppliers was foreign competition: in the form of intensified competition
with indigenous artisanal products and the presence of European import-
export agents. On the other hand there was not only no direct taxation
but also very little compulsory appropriation of land for foreign use. This
relative freedom to accumulate enjoyed by the private sector during the
late precolonial and colonial periods was defended, when it came under
specific threat, by the formation of organised coalitions of export-produc-
ing commoners, poor and rich alike, which also attracted or compelled
support from some chiefs. To elaborate an observation made above, the
decisive element in the coalition of forces which overthrew Asantehene
Mensa Bonsu in 1883 was a broad mass of commoners. They seem to have
been motivated by outrage at the imposition of uncustomarily high taxes
and fines upon their extra-subsistence activities, such as gold rnining.67
When, during 1927-38, farmers and brokers in Asante participated in the
cocoa ‘hold-ups’, they did so in protest against successive produce-buying
cartels formed by European firms in those years.® Finally, during the
decolonization era the NLM drew much support from chiefs and cocoa
farmers in its opposition to Nkrumah’s internal-rule administration in
Accra. The formation of the NLM was provoked by the government’s
refusal, in 1954, to pass on a recent rise in the world price of cocoa. The
Movement argued for a federal constitution and low taxation of cocoa
producers, so as to keep the bulk of the income from Asante exports
within Asante, and with more of it in private hands than was beginning
to be the case under the economic and political strategy followed by the
Ghanaian government in Accra.®

Alliances between commoners and chiefs proved to be the most effi-
cient method for Asante suppliers, most of them small-scale, to dispute the
terms of their relations with produce-buying monopolies and governments,
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enabling them to make powerful challenges. However, the three challenges
noted in the last paragraph were of successively diminishing effectiveness.
Finally, as noted in Chapter 1, Nkrumah’s defeat of the NLM in 1956 should
be seen as making possible a new period in Ghana’s political economy, one
beyond the scope of this book: the era, lasting until 1983, of intensified
policies of state-led economic development.”

B. Output: Varieties and Scale

Let us first define the distinction between ‘subsistence’ and ‘extra-subsistence’
economic activities. A nutritional definition of ‘subsistence’ would be almost
impossible to apply to the available data, and even in principle would be less
often relevant to the operations of households and palaces than one based
on the uses to which the producers put their output. In this book ‘subsis-
tence’ refers to the production of goods or services for consumption within
the immediate social unit (from a conjugal family to a chief’s household)
in which they were produced. ‘Extra-subsistence’ means trading and the
production of goods for consumption outside the producing unit.

The pattern of export demand shifted fundamentally during the first
three decades of the nineteenth century:”! with the closing of the Atlantic
slave market to Asante suppliers, and, in response, a revival of gold exports
to pay for European goods and the beginning of a great rise in kola nut
exports to the savanna. Timothy Garrard estimates that the annual aver-
age output of the Akan goldfields as a whole rose from 27,000 ounces in
the second half of the eighteenth century to 35,000 in the first half of the
nineteenth.”> Asante’s dominance of these goldfields was diminished by
the loss of its tributary states south of the Pra river following defeat by the
British, Fante and Ga at the battle of Katamanso in 1826. But the Asante
share was still ‘over half, perhaps three-quarters’.”? In mid-century, accord-
ing to Cruickshank, “The principal supply of gold’ for export from the
Gold Coast ‘is received from the Ashantee traders’.”*

The kola exports went primarily to the Sokoto Caliphate, the vast
Islamic state created by the 1804 jihad and centred in what is now north-
central and north-west Nigeria, with its commercial capital at Kano.”
Lovejoy estimated the number of kola traders operating between Salaga—
apparently designated by the Asantehene as the market place within which
Asante and Savanna merchants should conduct their business’®—and
Kano in the 1820s and early 1830s as at least one to two thousand a year,
probably ‘much higher’, with an equal number of transport animals.
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Further, he quoted an 1857 report which implied that about 6,000 donkey
loads, approximately 270 tonnes, reached the Niger crossing each dry
season on one of the two main routes to the Caliphate and beyond.”” LaTorre
estimated that the value of Asante’s kola exports to Hausaland rose ‘at
least ten times’ during the nineteenth century.”® Asante purchases from
Hausa traders included slaves, some of whom were probably among those
re-exported to the Fante states.

The trade in slaves and other commodities to the coastal states was
long-established but was stimulated in the 1830s. This was partly because of
a peace treaty of ‘Peace and Free Commerce’ between Asante and Britain
(signed in 1831), and partly because that decade saw Gold Coast palm oil
exports beginning to take off. Cruickshank stated that ‘immense numbers’
of slaves of savanna origin ‘are being annually imported’ by Fantes from
Asante middlemen.”” Fante merchants imported European goods and sold
some of them on to Asante traders.®” The Asante government gave Asante
traders, state and private, a monopoly of the transit trade between the coast
and the savanna markets. Hausa and the other northern merchants were
excluded from Asante by c.1840 almost until 1874.8! By the time of the
major war with Britain in 187374, Asante could be said to have made a
successful commercial adaptation to the loss of the Atlantic slave market.3?

Much of the demand for extra-subsistence goods and services was
internal. There is evidence of a considerable volume of production for local
markets, as well as of the re-selling of imported goods. Iron was imported,
from savanna producers as well as from Europe, as was cotton cloth; but
iron-working, spinning and weaving were major activities in Asante itself.
Other active handicrafts were gold-smithing, carpentry (including the mak-
ing of stools), pottery, basket-weaving and bead making. It is important to
note that all these activities served popular demand, through the market, as
well as meeting elite requirements (in some cases by command).® It is also
necessary to emphasize that food production was not confined to subsis-
tence. Forest products such as edible snails, bush meat, palm nuts and palm
wine, plus fish from Lake Bosomtwe, were sold in market—places.84 So were
foodcrops and cooked food: in the daily markets in Kumasi (two of them at
the time of Bowdich’s stay in 1817) and in smaller markets elsewhere.®

The military defeat of 1874 and its immediate consequences removed
the political foundations of part of the commercial success. The British
consolidation of authority over the Gold Coast Protectorate and the quickly-
following legislation against slavery within it reduced Asante’s export or
re-export trade in slaves to Fanteland to a trickle. The humbling of the
Asante kingdom inspired a wave of secessions by the remaining tributaries.
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These included Gyaman, a major gold producer; and the entrepét of Salaga.
The Asante government’s ability to enforce a national monopoly of the coast-
savanna transit trade was shaken, though the British intention of compelling
Kumasi to permit free trade through its territories was pursued too inter-
mittently to be successful. This issue remained unresolved until the 1896
invasion.®¢

By 1884 a new export trade had begun, this time to the coast. Having
started in south Asante,? it spread widely in western Asante once the civil
war was over.%® The Asante rubber trade seems to have been initiated by
rubber traders from the Gold Coast, but Asante producers and traders
responded to this new export market, thereby intensifying the country’s
links with the Atlantic economy. Rubber output continued to grow in the
early years of colonial rule, but after surpassing 1,300 tonnes in 1906 and
again in 1907 it fluctuated sharply around a downward trend.® Despite
government encouragement, rubber was not profitable as a fully culti-
vated” crop in Asante, certainly not by comparison with cocoa. The respec-
tive trends in the output of these two pure export crops are illustrated in
Figure 3.1. Once the natural supply of rubber trees approached exhaus-
tion, the Asante rubber industry was doomed, save for a brief revival in the
Second World War because of military demand.”!

Kola remained profitable, as a semi-cultivated crop, well into the cocoa
era. Farmers even planted it in the 1920s, though apparently only on a
relatively small scale.”” This buoyancy was partly because kola ‘has this
advantage over the cocoa industry that it is unaffected by the changes and
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chances of the European market’.”> That was an exaggeration as purchasing
power in northern Nigeria was affected by, for example, the demand for
groundnuts in Europe, but kola did offer a degree of insurance to those
Asantes who continued to harvest kola while adopting cocoa. When cocoa
prices were low during the latter part of the First World War, for instance,
increased attention was given to kola.”® Because kola left Asante by don-
key and, from the 1920s at least, by lorry to the north as well as by rail
and steamer to the south, the figures for total Asante kola exports had to
be estimates, such as the 6,000 tonnes estimated by the government for
1923-24.% At the end of the decade the Department of Agriculture made
its most serious attempt at accuracy. Using a combination of census meth-
ods and road-gate checks the Department put total exports from Asante
at 5,200 tonnes in 1929-30.%° The officials believed exports were now
rising, partly stimulated by merchants adopting lorry transport and partly
because migrant labourers working on Asante cocoa farms were buying
nuts to carry and sell during their homeward journey north. Even so, there
is some oral evidence that kola production declined in the southern district
of Amansie when cocoa-farming emerged as an alternative.”” The same
was reported for the Gold Coast Colony in 1930. It seems that Asante
kola production became more concentrated in the areas in which the
spontaneously-grown trees were densest. Within western Asante, ‘In the cen-
tres where indigenous Cola is common there is generally over-production,
and a supply of selected nuts can be reaped to furnish any small increase
in demand’, reported a survey officer in 1929.”” Conversely, even during
or just after a cocoa hold-up, in January 1931, the District Commissioner
of Bekwai visited two villages in the south of Amansie ‘situated in a kola
bearing area’ but found that ‘no sales take place’.!”

Cocoa was brought to Asante in the late 1890s. Widespread planting
of cocoa trees began only after the 1900 revolt, and cocoa beans were first
noted in the official trade statistics in 1906.'°! It is necessary to observe
that in Asante cocoa was exclusively an export crop, so that figures for
export can be treated as sales figures, and—in most years—as equivalent
to figures for marketed output.'? It is also important to remember that,
being a tree-crop, investment in cocoa has a several-year lag between plant-
ing and fruition, and a further period before maximum output is reached.
Plotting the expansion of output year by year is made difficult because of
gaps in the evidence. For certain years figures appear to be lacking alto-
gether. Furthermore, we know that by the 1920s some cocoa left Asante
by lorry. So for those years afterwards for which we have only railings data
the total output is unknown. The first column of Table 3.1 summarizes
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those annual figures which seem to be comprehensive, or close enough not
to affect the issues addressed in this book.

It is possible, however, to outline the expansion of production.
Annual railings of cocoa beans easily exceeded 1,000 tonnes in 1909, and
passed 10,000 tonnes in 1914, 20,000 tonnes in 1917 and 30,000 tonnes
in 1919. The original cocoa ‘take-off” in Asante, which was concentrated in
castern and southern districts such as Amansie, may be said to have ended
when the early period of generally high real producer prices ended in 1916.
But planting resumed after the war, both in the now-established cocoa dis-
tricts and further west. In the 1920s in all these areas where cocoa-planting
was proceeding, population grew faster than in Kumasi or in the districts
bordering the savanna—reflecting net immigration.!* In the mid-1930s
railings totalled 92,000 tonnes in two crop years in succession, demon-
strating the growth in the area under cultivation to ¢.1929. Further expan-
sion of capacity was slowed but not eliminated by the relatively low real
producer prices that prevailed during most of the world depression of the
1930s and by even lower ones paid to West African producers during the
Second World War. Asante’s contribution to the aggregate output of colo-
nial Ghana was becoming increasingly important for negative as well as

03

positive reasons. Swollen shoot disease and soil exhaustion were reducing
output from the Eastern Province of the Gold Coast Colony, the original
centre of cocoa growing. Meanwhile the making of new cocoa farms and
the extension of old ones had been prohibited by the Ashanti Confederacy
Council of Chiefs, in 1938, from fear that food production was being
neglected. With the removal of the ban in 1946 and higher prices after the
war, railings reached 127,000 tonnes in 1948—49; though this figure was
not exceeded until 195657, when the total was over 136,000 tonnes.
Again, population growth was particularly fast in the districts where new
cocoa planting was greatest.'” The all-time Asante record for annual cocoa
output is 312,000 tonnes (again including Brong-Ahafo) in 196465, the
record year for Ghanaian output as a whole (557,000 tonnes).

Let us put these numbers and dates in perspective. At the level of
Ghanaian cocoa-farming as whole two great waves of planting may be
distinguished: the take-off, during which the most intense planting was in
approximately the twenty years to 1916; and the 1950s. The take-off in
(eastern and southern) Asante may be regarded as part of the earlier plant-
ing boom (to be precise, part of its middle and latter years). Western Asante
especially, but also eastern and southern Asante, played leading parts in the
later planting boom. Asante as a whole became the largest cocoa-producing

region in Ghana in 1943-44. In 1947-48, and then from 1954-55
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onwards, Asante contributed more than half of the aggregate output of
Ghana—which was consistently the biggest producer of cocoa in the world
from 1911 to the late 1970s. So this was an enormous cash-cropping
achievement, from an area with a total population of just over 400,000 in
1921, and just over four times that in 1960.

The most precise evidence on the extent to which cocoa dominated
rural economic life comes from the first stage of the 195657 survey, which
included households in which no-one was engaged in cocoa farming.
Of 36,251 Asante adult males, 47.8 per cent (17,341) described their
occupation as cocoa-farmers or cocoa-and-food farmers. A further 212
were identified simply as ‘farmers’, and 721 as agricultural labourers,!%
most of whom probably worked on cocoa farms. Thus, in rural Asante by
the end of the colonial period about half of the indigenous adult male pop-
ulation was directly engaged in cocoa cultivation; and the proportion was
much higher among the non-Asantes, who comprised most of the hired
labour force (of whom more in Chapters 16 and 19). Most of the other
men recorded in the survey (retailers, builders, wood and metal workers,
clerks) would have obtained their incomes largely out of expenditures made
by cocoa farmers, labourers and brokers. Male cocoa income, spent or
redistributed (by husbands giving ‘chop money’ to wives, for example), was
clearly a major source of female incomes. But the survey also found that
47.66 per cent (25,148 of 52,760) of Asante adult females were cocoa or
cocoa-and-food farmers. 12,047 were apparently food-only farmers, while
468 were simply ‘farmers’ and 27 were agricultural labourers.'"”

The demand for non-agricultural artifacts undoubtedly expanded
after the introduction of cocoa with the enlargement of purchasing power
that resulted from the expansion of agricultural exports. Alas we lack suffi-
ciently comprehensive information to offer general estimates of the real
value of cocoa incomes. Fortunately, a proxy—limited but useful—is avail-
able, because it is possible to express the value of cocoa incomes in terms of
their capacity to buy imported textiles. Kay and Hymer used the colonial
government’s export and import returns to calculate indices for nominal
cocoa prices and for the prices of ‘Clothing, leather and textiles’. The cocoa
prices concerned are Accra rather than Kumasi prices. If data exist which
would enable the construction of an index of Kumasi prices for the whole
period, they have yet to be found. For present purposes, Accra prices,
though not ideal, are very helpful because it seems clear that ‘up-country’
prices varied roughly in line with coast prices.'® A textiles index is highly
relevant because much more cocoa-farm income appears to have been spent
on imported clothing and cloth than on any other single category of
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purchases. ‘Clothing, leather and textiles’ figured heavily in the import sta-
tistics for Ghana as a whole, being the largest item during the years
1924-30 and 1944-53. For the rest of the cocoa-exporting part of the colo-
nial era in Asante, ‘Food, drinks and tobacco’ was the largest item of imports
into Ghana. This includes the period of the Asante cocoa-farming families
survey, 1956-57.1% Yet the survey found that, during the six months of the
main cocoa season, the cocoa-farming families spent nearly two and a half
times as much on clothing—predominantly imported though, as we will see,
not exclusively so—as on ‘Imported food” and ‘Drink and tobacco’ (mostly
imported, but some of the drinks were local) combined.!"® Thus for rural
Asante, particularly with reference to the purchasing-power of cocoa income,
textile prices are the most pertinent. Table 3.1 includes a column which pre-
sents the ratios of the cocoa and textiles price indices for the respective peri-
ods concerned. It is, in effect, a partial measure of how the cocoa-producing
community’s barter terms of trade moved during the colonial period. The

Table 3.1. Asante cocoa exports and purchasing power, 1905 to 1956-57

Period Mean tons Cocoaltextile Textile-purchasing
per year price indices power of cocoa income

1906-1909 811 1.83 9.54

1910-1914 6,349 1.72 74.63

1915-1919 20,563 1.13 144.16
1932-3-1936-7 82,200 0.49 282.11
1937-8-1941-2 84,360 0.3 171.32
1942-3-1946-7 83,200 0.22 126.61
1947-8-1951-2 113,660 0.84 643.41
1952-3-1956-7 116,980 1.55 1,202.23

Note: The figures are 5-year averages except for the first period which is 4 years. The export data to
1919 are for tons railed from Asante stations; the 1932+ figures are for purchases in Asante.! The gap
in between is for years where such figures as I have been able to obtain are for railings only; which is
insufficient as, during this period, a significant proportion of cocoa left Asante by road. The third
column is calculated from two price indices, respectively for cocoa and for ‘Clothing, leather and
textiles’, constructed by Kay and Hymer (in each case, 1953 = 100).? The final column was obtained
by converting the Asante cocoa tonnage figures into index number form (1916 = 100) and multi-
plying by the price index ratios in the column before.

! Source for tonnage to 1919: ARAs for the years concerned. Source for 1932-3 to 1937-8: Department
of Agriculture, ‘Cocoa Crop Prospect Reports’ (found, e.g., in NAGK Bekwai File 66, item 304) and
Gold Coast Colony, Report on the Department of Agriculture for the Two Years 1937-39 (Government
Printer, Accra, 1939), 2. Source for tonnage for later years (which also confirms the 1932-3 to 1937-8
data): Merril J. Bateman, ‘An econometric analysis of Ghanaian cocoa supply’, in R.A. Kotey, C. Okali
and B.E. Rourke (eds), Economics of Cocoa Production and Marketing (Legon, 1974), 315.

% Kay with Hymer, Political Economy of Colonialism in Ghana, tables 21c and 20b.
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final column expresses the changing purchasing power of Asante cocoa
income, in terms of imported textiles.

Where indigenous craft products faced competition from factory-
made imports such competition intensified in the colonial period, most
obviously because mechanized transport reduced the cost of imports. Thus
the colonial administration reported home in 1910 that “The younger
generation is fast adopting European clothes instead of native cloths’.!"! Yet
indigenous weaving—though not spinning—survived. This calls for
detailed historical research, but it appears that Asante weavers adjusted by
adopting imported yarn and specializing in the higher-quality cloths, espe-
cially those with the most cultural significance. The administration noted in
1908 that “The Ashanti are expert weavers. They obtain imported yarn and
weave a variety of characteristic cloths of astonishing durability.’''* The
1956-57 survey found 411 weavers among its sample of Asante men, plus
793 otherwise engaged in ‘textile and leather product making’, together
making 3.32 per cent of the sample. Even more of the Asante women
(1,363, or 2.6 per cent) were textile and leather producers'"® (presumably
including tailors). Meanwhile indigenous goldsmiths and blacksmiths con-
tinued to work in Asante.!! Thus, though the transition to a ‘monocultural’
economy went far, the term always remained relative. Indeed, the cocoa
trade and the incomes derived from it were the basis of the growth of motor
transport, which in turn required a new craft industry to maintain the vehi-
cles. The 195657 survey found 183 metal machinists and fitters.!> In 1959,
in Ghana as a whole, over 8,000 workers were employed in vehicle repair.!®

Among long-established Asante products, besides craft manufac-
tures, we have seen that kola continued to be produced and exported in
the cocoa era. Indigenous gold mining had been in decline in the late
nineteenth century, partly because of producers switching to rubber col-
lection.'”” This reallocation of labour away from the gold pits was deci-
sively reinforced when cocoa was adopted. The reasons for the demise of
indigenous gold production will be elaborated below. Gold mining rapidly
became the preserve of European companies hoping to assemble sufficient
capital to apply European deep-mining methods to suitable concentrations
of ore. As it turned out, from many would-be European gold producers in
Asante, only the pioneer survived and indeed went on to prosper on a
large scale: Ashanti Goldfields Corporation at Obuasi, with Konongo Gold
Mines a distant follower. To judge from their royalty payments, Ashanti
Goldfields’ output, 1897-1947, totalled over £35 million.'!8

Western firms also dominated the export of timber, without sus-
taining a monopoly of it. The timber business, though established fairly
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early in the colonial period, became a significant supplement to cocoa on
the Asante export menu only after the Second World War. By then log-
ging enterprises were established in, for example, Asante-Akyem, Amansie
and Sekyere districts.”” Logging required a relatively large stock of capi-
tal. This is probably why the industry began and, to beyond the end of our
period, remained largely in expatriate hands. In what became the prime
timber district, Ahafo, the first documented logging concession was regis-
tered in 1947 by an expatriate firm, Glikstens, while the first saw-mill was
opened the following year by another, the Mim Timber Company.'?° By
c.1958-59 the latter employed several hundred artisans and unskilled
labourers.'”! In Adanse ‘very extensive [timber] operations’ were being
undertaken by 1952 by another expatriate enterprise, R. T. Briscoe (East
Asiatic Company).'*? From c.1948, in Ghana as a whole, there was a spurt
in the number of indigenous entrepreneurs involved in the timber industry.
But by the end of the colonial period their share of export shipments was
still only a few per cent.'? In Asante some had already been operating, for
instance (albeit on a small scale and temporarily) within the Konongo
Gold Mines concession during the mid-1940s.!%% A few successful indige-
nous timber contractors had emerged, above all B. N. Kufuor’s Bibiani
Logging and Lumber, which began in the 1940s with a concession from
Kufuor’s father, the chief of Nkawie in Kumasi district. But in Ahafo in
1956 there was as yet only one African contractor, P. A. Yeboah. The man
who was to become, by the 1970s, the wealthiest Ahafo entrepreneur,
W. K. Ennin, had only just (in 1955) borrowed the sum with which he
was to enter the logging business. It is significant that the amount (£4,000)
was enormous by the standards of most Asante cocoa-farmers, and that it was
secured on an urban property (his house in Kumasi).'?® In short, timber had
begun to offer comparatively wealthy Asante the opportunity to become
much richer. But the colonial era ended with the rural economy overwhelm-
ingly agricultural, especially for its indigenous inhabitants.

It is clear that the colonial era saw a major expansion in the aggre-
gate consumption of food crops. This reflected the growth in the numbers
of both seasonal and permanent residents, plus higher purchasing power
for some. Kumasi itself became an ever larger magnet for marketed food-
stuffs.!?® In the smaller cocoa-marketing towns, too, a sizeable demand
emerged by the 1920s from northern labourers resident during the cocoa
marketing season.'?’ Part of the demand for foodcrops within Asante was
met by suppliers from outside the Asante forest zone: thus from areas
where cocoa farming was not an option and foodcrops might be the most
profitable crop. Perhaps the major example was the development of rice
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production in the Ejura district, the closest savanna area to the Asante
capital—'mainly by immigrants from the Northern Territories’, at least at
first.!?® Rice was also grown around Kumasi itself, often by Mende immi-
grants presumably drawing on their knowledge from Sierra Leone.'”
Much of the enlarged foodcrop supply in the first third of the century was
actually grown on young cocoa farms: plantains and cocoyam being
planted partly to provide shade for the immature cocoa plants. The same
applied during the second wave of cocoa-planting, in the 1950s.'* The
marketing of food occupied much labour, especially around and in
Kumasi. The colonial annual report for 1920, relatively early in the expan-
sion of the city, commented that ‘a large proportion of the female popu-
lation in the Coomassie district must be engaged in the daily transport
of foodstuffs.’’*" We will return to this aspect of the gender division of
labour later.

To summarize this section so far, the fundamental change in the
pattern of demand over 1807-1956 as a whole was the emergence of a
massive external demand for produce grown in Asante. The enlargement
of kola exports during the nineteenth century, and the rubber episode in
the late years of that century, were in response to a significant growth in
external demand for semi-cultivated produce which was a precursor of the
demand for a fully-cultivated crop, cocoa, from the beginning of the fol-
lowing century. This qualitative and quantitative change in final demand
was, in turn, undoubtedly the major source of change in the derived
demand for factors of production. To the expansion of exports we must
add substantial growth in the quantity of foodstuffs sold in Asante: most
of which was supplied by production from within Asante.

It is important to note that there is no unambiguous evidence of
farming families giving up the production of their own starch staples and
vegetables, even when the supply of land for food cropping became tight
in older cocoa areas in the 1940s. The nearest to such evidence comes
from the data on occupations in the 1956-57 survey of cocoa-farming
families. Among the 22,835 men and 40,487 women who were categorised
as cocoa and/or food farmers, 9.0 per cent of the men and 4.9 per cent of
the women were recorded simply as ‘cocoa farmers’.!> Even given that
these apparent ‘specialists’ represented only small minorities of the farmers,
the most plausible interpretation is 7oz that they grew no foodcrops at all.
Consider the gender dimension. The absolute numbers of Asantes listed as
purely ‘cocoa farmers” are 1,916 men and 1,917 women.'? It is hard to
believe that nearly 2,000 women farmers could have been growing only
cocoa. For we will see in detail in later chapters that the rest of the
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evidence, much of it very specific, is that the great majority of cocoa farm-
ers (in the sense of farmowners; but the same applies to the great majority
of cocoa farm-managers) were male. The most reasonable interpretation
of the enumerators’™ category ‘cocoa farmers’ is that it meant cocoa-tree
owners who grew foodcrops only for their own consumption, or who mar-
keted food surpluses so small that they or the enumerators did not con-
sider this activity worth mentioning when defining their occupation.

Opverall, we may assume that this ‘subsistence’ or own-account output
of foodcrops expanded during the post-1918 era as a whole, approximately
in proportion to the increase of population. It is difficult to establish
whether there was a net increase or decrease in non-agricultural production,
as some lines expanded but others shrank. What stands out is the huge
increase in extra-subsistence agricultural production, primarily though not
exclusively for export, both in aggregate and per head.

C. The Stocks of Labour, Land and Capital:
Quantities and Characteristics

Labour: Population Density and Immigration

In a primarily agricultural society the most fundamental determinant of
labour supply was the ratio of population to cultivable land. For economic
and other reasons, population growth was much valued in the precolonial
Akan states. Securing high fertility was ‘a major preoccupation’.!3*

Wilks and Ray Kea have argued that the emergence of the Akan
states from the fifteenth to the seventeenth centuries was underpinned by
the winning of gold, its exchange for slaves sold by both the Juula from
the savanna and the Portuguese at the coast, and the application of those
slaves to the clearing of forest.'? This could be considered a self-reinforcing
investment in population growth, as well as specifically in slaves.

Following the creation of the Asanteman, the eighteenth-century
wars of conquest brought Asante not only much additional territory but
also many tens of thousands of captive men, women and children. A high
proportion of these, especially of the able-bodied males, were sold into the
Atlantic slave trade.!?® But it seems clear that many were resettled within
Asante, to swell the numbers of the chiefs’ servants, and to add to the num-
bers of their subjects in general.'”” For example, according to a statement
in 1930 by the odekuro of the village of Yapessa, south of the lake, he and
his subjects were the descendants of Techiman people captured during its
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conquest by Asantehene Opoku Ware [in 1722-23], who were resettled
under the Krontihene of Kokofu.'?® The practice continued when oppor-
tunities permitted in the wars of the nineteenth century.'®

Population figures are non-existent for the beginning of the period
but for the end are not only extant but generally plausible. The precolo-
nial government did not conduct censuses, and the estimates ventured by
scholars have had to be based on contemporary European estimates of
Asante’s military strength. In his 1975 book Wilks examined contempo-
rary estimates of the number of ‘men able to bear arms’ and tentatively
concluded that ‘metropolitan’ Asante—roughly similar to Asante as defined
in the present study—had a population of 725,000 in 1817, which pro-
ceeded to fall calamitously: to 558,000 in 1863, 250,000 in 1901, and
208,000 in 1911, before recovering to 292,000 in 1921.14° Marion
Johnson criticized Wilks’s numbers for 1817 and 1863 as far too high, and
she also doubted that there had been much of a decline between these
dates. Using contemporary estimates of the number of ‘armed men’ she
proposed a figure for total population in 1863 ‘of the order of 160,000”.4!
The first colonial ‘census’ of Asante, in 1901, was a misnomer as it was
conducted by estimation rather than counting.!%? What the census report
observed of a broader geographical area generally would have applied to
Asante: short-staffed commissioners in charge of wide districts ‘have been
compelled to accept the returns of the Local Chief, or of illiterate
Policeman for the scattered villages under their control’.'**> Indeed, com-
missioners’ estimates would have been especially unreliable in the after-
math of the 1900 rising, when they had very small resources themselves
while the chiefs and people would have had an incentive to minimize the
recorded numbers for fear that, for example, the figures would be used as
the basis of requisitions of forced labour. In that context no more could
be expected ‘than an intelligent guess.’!% The first real census was held in
1911, but the Chief Commissioner of Ashanti reported that it was ‘gen-
erally admitted’ that it understated the population by at least 20-25 per
cent.!® Conversely, the census officers believed that the growth of popu-
lation indicated by the returns for 1921 and 1931 was exaggerated by a
progressive increase in the comprehensiveness of the counts, as adminis-
trative resources increased and as people became less fearful that the data
would be used to their detriment, for example, to facilitate the introduc-
tion of direct taxation.'®® The Chief Commissioner warned that the
recorded rise between 1911 and 1921 ‘is not necessarily a natural one’.!”
Even the 1948 census may have missed some of the population;'“® while
the 1960 one may actually have over-counted.'#’



58  Labour, Land and Capital in Ghana

Table 3.2. Census returns of the population of Asante, 1901-61

Year Population Population density Average annual
(per square mile) increase (%)

1901 345,891! 14.2

1911 288,037 11.8 —1.67

1921 406,640 16.7 4.12

1931 578,702 23.7 4.23

1948 818,944 33.6 2.44

1960 1,697,050 68.7 8.93

! ‘Includes an estimate of 10,240 for Kintampo, then administered with the Northern
Territories” (de Graft-Johnson, “The population of Ghana 1946-1967’, facing p. 6).
Source: J.C. de Graft-Johnson, “The population of Ghana 1946-1967", Transactions of
the Historical Society of Ghana 10 (1969), table facing p. 6.

What can we make of these numbers? There is little dispute that the
nineteenth-century figures are very unreliable. We can have little confi-
dence in the accuracy of the data for men who were armed or capable of
bearing arms; we are uncertain about the precise geographical areas to
which they related; and we can only guess the ratio between the ‘military’
figure and the size of the general population. On circumstantial grounds
it seems highly unlikely that population fell between 1817 and 1863. As
Wilks conceded, “The period was, for the most part, one of peace and
material advancement, and no unusually virulent or widespread outbreaks
of plagues or the like are known to have occurred during it’." In this con-
text it is reasonable to dismiss the notion of a drastic decline before 1863:
as Wilks himself came close to doing in his reply to Johnson."! On the
other hand, the notion of a catastrophic decline in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, from mortality and especially from mass exile, is supported by abun-
dant evidence. Specifically, casualties from disease and enemy action were
heavy in the campaigns of 1869—73 against the Ewes east of the Volta, the
Fantes on the coast and the British. Almost certainly larger still was the
exodus of several major chiefs and many thousands of their followers after
defeat in the civil war of 1884—88. Dwabens, Adanses, Kokofus, Dadiases,
Manso Nkwantas, Denyases and Mampons were amongst those who left
Asante territory en masse.'>

Following the British occupation of Asante, and the consolidation of
colonial rule after the 1900 uprising, most of the exiles returned.!>® There
was also considerable net immigration of non-Asantes, especially to Kumasi,
in connection with the expansion of commerce.’ Thus, the apparent
fall in population between 1901 and 1911 is contrary to most of the
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circumstantial evidence.” The 1911 colonial report on Asante was surely
right to imply that the 1901 figure had been inflated: “The imagination
of the Native peoples the Forest with Spirits and the imagination of the
Officer peoples it with men, but experience tends to dispel the fears or
hopes of either’.!5¢ In 1918 the world influenza pandemic cost 9,000 lives

157 and this appears to have

in Asante, according to a government estimate;
been an understatement.!*® After that there is no dispute that, while succes-
sively more comprehensive census enumerations may overstate the rise, the
Asante population grew steadily through a combination of natural increase
and net immigration.">® Working backwards, it seems reasonable to accept
the census figures from 1921 onwards as fairly accurate, though probably
still undercounting until 1960. We can assume that the real figure for 1911
was higher than the recorded one, meaning that there were probably
between 300,000 and 350,000 people within the colonial borders of
Asante; and, more riskily, that the real number for 1860 would have been
similar to that for 1817, and probably quite close to the 1911 level.

From the 1920s onwards, and especially in the 1950s, Asante had
the fastest population growth in Ghana. Asante’s average annual increase
of 8.93 per cent for 1948—60 compares with 2.00 per cent for the North
and 5.56 per cent for the South.!® This can reasonably be seen as a response
to (as well as a reinforcing cause of) the fact that during this period the
Asante economy was also outpacing not only the northern savanna region
but also the Gold Coast Colony. The latter had less room for further
exploitation of its natural resources and, as implied above, bore the brunt
of swollen shoot disease.

The Asante economy was able to draw upon an external labour reserve,
to the north in the savanna. The presence of northern workers is reflected
in all these figures.'®! In the nineteenth century the savanna was the major
source of slaves, who became part of the permanent population and have
therefore been included in the discussion above. During the colonial
period, however, following the prohibition of slavery and pawning the
labour force was supplemented with seasonal immigrant labourers, also
mostly from the savanna. A high proportion of these came from neigh-
bouring French colonies.!®?

The post-influenza and especially post-1945 combination of nat-
ural increase and immigration, temporary or permanent, multiplied the
population without making it abundant. Asante with its colonial bound-
aries comprised about 63,500 square kilometres (24,500 square miles).'®?
Thus a population of 325,000, as perhaps in 1911, would have meant 5
to the square kilometre (13 to the square mile), while according to the
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censuses there were more than 7.7 per square kilometre by 1931 and
nearly 27 by 1960 (per square mile, 20 and 70 respectively). If we exclude
Kumasiand the mining towns of Obuasi and Konongo we arrive at an
average population density per square kilometre for rural Asante (includ-
ing the market towns) of 11.2 in 1948 and 22 in 1960 (respectively,
29 and 57 per square mile).!%4 The rural population was rising but, as will
be shown below, even at the end of the colonial period its density was not
enough to make land availability a constraint on expanding output
except in certain areas which were not only relatively highly populated
but which were also distinguished by having had particularly large areas
planted with cocoa trees.

In discussing the supply of labour we must consider its quality as well
as its quantity. Institutional influences on this, such as whether labourers
were free or coerced, will be discussed in later chapters. Here it is impor-
tant to note that quality was somewhat constrained by pathogens, notably
endemic parasites. For economic activity the greatest health problem was
almost certainly malaria, because of the recurrent bouts to which its vic-
tims were subjected as well as the death toll it inflicted.!®

Land: Rain, Forest and Gold

Throughout the period annual rainfall was usually heavy. It was com-
mented in the mid-1970s that Lake Bosomtwe had ‘risen continuously’
since the early nineteenth century.!® In the mid-twentieth century rain-
fall in the Asante forest zone averaged 150-190 centimetres a year, with
relatively low average variation between years.'®” This provided the natural
conditions for the moist-semi deciduous variety of ‘high’ or ‘closed” for-
est.!® A companion of the British invasion force of 1896 gave the follow-
ing description of the vegetation surrounding the route from Cape Coast
to Kumasi shortly after crossing the River Pra and entering Asante by the
central-southern district of Adanse:

The exuberance of the vegetation is almost incredible, and the track each
side was walled in by a tangled mass of leaves, branches, creepers, and tree
trunks, while the gigantic cotton trees towered far above the other giants of
the forest. The earth itself is covered with a thick layer of fallen leaves, out
of which spring masses of ferns, moss and creepers; above these are shrubs,
and luxuriant undergrowth, while long sinuous stems and adnascent creep-
ers twine and interlace with the branches above, festooning the path in a
hundred different curves till an unbroken network is formed, over which
the branches of higher trees intermingle and form a perfect leafy canopy.'®
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This ‘exuberance of the vegetation’ requires qualification: the quotation
refers to the roadside, ‘where the undergrowth revels in the light.!”% But
the interior of the forest was almost as hard to negotiate. A colonial forestry
officer, after many years experience of the ‘Gold Coast forest’ (in which he
specifically included Asante), gave the following description:

The traveller who tries to make his way through constantly finds his path
barred by massive lianes and by great trees whose crowns of thick foliage are
so densely interlaced as almost to shut out the rays of the tropical sun over-
head. He cannot walk upright for any distance but must be constantly
creeping or bending with eyes directed downwards to note the running
surface roots which lie like snares in readiness to trip him. It is like an
immense, almost impenetrable, vault supported by gigantic pillars and
spreading a mysterious shade; lianes like enormous cables stretch from tree
to tree and bind the crowns firmly into an inseparable canopy. But he does
not see this vault, nor the trees, nor the great lianes and flowers, for the
leaves of innumerable little lianes and creepers form a thick curtain which
lines the wall of bushes and shrubs. He proceeds between two compact
walls of verdure and sees only low branches and enormous fallen trunks
over which he scrambles with difficulty. Occasionally a flower, some lily or
ground orchid, brightens the gloom.!”!

The size of the trees meant that clearing the land for cultivation was
costly. In the absence of capital-intensive technology full clearance within
a short time was extremely labour-intensive.'”? The burden could be light-
ened somewhat by the application of time and fire. After making initial
inroads with the axe, the farmer could leave the late-dry season atmos-
phere to dry out the exposed vegetation, which could then be cleared with
the help of fire.!”? Joseph Dupuis, who visited Kumasi from Cape Coast
in 1820, describes this technique for Asante, though emphasizing that
much more cutting was required than in the coastal scrubland (where he
also observed it), and that drying took longer.174

The fertility, superficially so abundant, was precarious. The forest
ochrosols, the most widespread and fertile category of soils in Asante, are
‘easily tilled’” and ‘relatively well-drained’, partly through the numerous
streams. But most of their nutrients are concentrated within the humus
topsoil which comprises only the top 30—40 centimetres. Hence fertility
is easily depleted if the soil is exposed directly to rain, wind and sun.!”
In this environment sustainable agriculture required that farmers protect
the soil where possible, for example by maintaining or creating foliage
cover.!7¢ Fertility is also rapidly depleted by cultivation. The potential for
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using animal dung as fertilizer was greatly restricted by the endemic presence
of sleeping sickness (trypanosomiasis) in the West African forest zone.
Hence farmers practiced land rotation with long fallows. A visiting Wesleyan
missionary, W. Terry Coppin, was evidently describing this when he wrote
in his journal in 1884: ‘the people every year clear a fresh place to culti-
vate believing that last year’s soil has lost all its nourishment’.'”” A 5-10
year fallow is necessary for the regrowth of thicket and perhaps of early
secondary forest, while ten to twenty years are required for the appearance
of full secondary forest. The later is necessary for full restoration of fertil-
ity in the long term.'”® William Allan suggested that in this environment
the ‘critical population density’ (the maximum population supportable
from a given area with given technology) ‘for the old subsistence agricul-
ture was between 85 and 130 people per square mile’ (33-50 per square
kilometre), probably approaching ‘the higher figure’.!”

There is no doubt that the Asante forest zone as a whole was well
within this limit during the nineteenth century, as the preceding discus-
sion of population estimates indicates.

Even Wilks’s improbably high total for ‘metropolitan’ Asante in
1817 implies an average of only 30 people per square kilometre (78 per
square mile).'8® The density of population and cultivation was above
average in the central areas of Asante, those within the amantod. During
the nineteenth century foreign visitors travelling towards Kumasi from
the coast were repeatedly struck by the contrast between the outlying
district of Adanse and the more central Amansie area, wherein lay two
oman capitals, Bekwai and Kokofu. On entering Amansie, wrote Bowdich,
‘the plantations became more frequent and extensive, and numerous
paths branching off from where we travelled, shewed that the country
was thickly inhabited . . '8! T. B. Freeman made similar observations
from a journey taken in 1843.'82 By 1881 Adanse was in temporary
secession from Asante when the British official Captain Lonsdale left it
for ‘Ashanti’ itself:

No sooner has one entered Ashanti and passed through one or two of the
numerous small villages which dot the road than one is aware of having
reached a new country. A system of some kind impresses itself upon the
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Such impressions were reinforced as Kumasi was approached. Bowdich’s
companion W. Hutton wrote of the final section of the route, between
Amansie and the capital, that ‘the country [was] more open and better
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Plate 3.1. A path through the Akan forest. This is a British photograph, possibly taken near
Wenchi, probably from the late nineteenth century or the very beginning of the twentieth.
Source: Foreign and Commonwealth Office Library, London. An earlier reproduction
appeared in McLeod, The Asante, 21, and I thank Malcolm McLeod for generous help
with and advice on this photograph.

cultivated’.'®* It was a similar story on other sides of Kumasi. For example,
in 1844 the Wesleyan missionary George Chapman found the Kumasi-
Dwaben route ‘well inhabited’, the scale of farming indicating that ‘other
and populous villages are near’.!%
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Indeed, if there was anywhere in Asante where land was scarce
enough for fallow periods to be shortened to below the level required for
full restoration of fertility we may assume that it was in the vicinity of
Kumasi, probably within a day or half-days journey—on foot and
laden—of the capital’s markets. Wilks has argued that in the nineteenth
century fallow periods in the hinterland of Kumasi and the largest provin-
cial towns were ten years or less.!8¢ Yet even this suggestion of a modest
intensification of rotation cycles may be exaggerated. Johnson modelled
land use around Kumasi in 1907, by when most of the exiles had returned.
She postulated that each settlement marked on the Gold Coast survey
maps of that year was surrounded by farmland, of which at any one time
part would be cultivated and the rest in various stages of fallow. She
assumed that, for example, a settlement of 100-500 inhabitants would
require as farmland all the land within a half-mile (0.8 kilometre) radius.
The map Johnson produced on these premises shows a substantial pro-
portion of the forest left outside the rotation altogether, implying that
land use was not intensive even around Kumasi.'®” We may conclude that,
certainly in general and probably almost everywhere, land for cultivation
was abundant in the strict sense that the marginal product of land must
have been zero. To summarize, from what is known of the soils, crop reper-
toire and farming techniques, fallows were long enough for full restoration
of soil fertility. There thus existed a big reserve of soil fertility, available
for utilization when a sufficiently attractive market for crops became
available.

The Asante forests offered a variety of resources valuable for use by
the immediate exploiter and also with commercial potential. Though many
of the gold deposits lay too deep to be accessible with pre-mechanical
technology some of this wealth was retrievable via mining with simple
tools; gold was also found in rivers and on the earth after rain.'®® Hunting
was practised by specialists, though even by the early nineteenth century
big animals were fairly rare. Ivory, for example, was mostly obtained from
trade with savanna areas, especially the kingdom of Kong, northwest of
Asante.'® The collection of large edible snails was a popular wet-season
activity,'” while some men went south to the Fante areas to search for them,
evidently to make money.'"!

Kola and rubber trees grew wild within the Asante forests but to
exploit them commercially it was necessary to ‘semi-cultivate’: in the sense
of clearing the surrounding bush, primarily to enable the collector or tap-
per to gain easy assess.'”* Johnson went so far as to maintain that there was
some deliberate planting of kola trees, at least by the 1880s, in Dwaben,
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east of Kumasi.!”® The nearest to evidence for this that, with the help of
the Basel Mission archivists, I have been able to find is the following
passage in a letter from a missionary, Mohr, in 1881:

The high road after a tiring six hours’ walk led us to some Asokore planta-
tions. . . . In this region you find the Asokore Kola-nut trees that because
of their quality are especially appreciated at the big Salaga and Bontoku
market. They are carefully tended. Nya-mfa, the place where we stayed
overnight, is located in such a Kola-nut forest.!?*

This is clear evidence for ‘semi-cultivation’ as opposed to simple ‘collec-
tion’ of wild produce. But it does not show ‘cultivation’, given that this
term presumes deliberate planting. The kola trees are in a ‘forest’, and are
not described as on the ‘plantations’. For Asante as a whole the relation-
ship between demand and naturally-available supply was such that kola-
nut producers did not need to plant the trees: ‘tending’ was enough.'”
Wild rubber trees were evidently less numerous than their kola counter-
parts, and were frequently felled by the collectors. After the colonial
takeover the government promoted the deliberate planting of rubber trees,
especially in the 1900s, but met with little positive response.'”® The return
on the labour involved evidently seemed unattractive to the farmers com-
pared to that on planting a new, exotic plant: cocoa. It was the availabil-
ity of this outlandish crop, and the prices foreigners were willing to pay
for it, which provided the incentive that encouraged Asantes to put a
significant part of their forests under permanent cultivation.

The spread of cocoa cultivation was itself patterned to some extent
by local variations in soil fertility. Poorer soils would have slowed the accu-
mulation of profits by the pioneer cocoa farmers, thereby delaying and
reducing their reinvestments in new farms. For example, this accounts, in
large part, for the fact that the Amansie district, centred commercially on
the railway station at Bekwai, became a much more intensive producer
than its southern neighbour Adanse, which was closer to the coast and tra-
versed by the same railway.'””

As a permanent crop, cocoa broke the pattern of ecologically sus-
tainable cultivation characteristic of precolonial Asante, under which soil
fertility was restored by long fallowing. In Asante the colonial period saw
a combination of Asante cocoa-farmers and brokers, European merchants
and the colonial and transitional governments, together capturing much
of Asante’s ‘forest rent’. Over the decades the cocoa trees evidently decreased

the fertility of the soil.'”8
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By mid-century cocoa was also reducing the availability of land for
food farming in Asante. We have noted that Asante and other Ghanaian
cocoa farmers used food crops, specifically plantain and cocoyam, to shade
immature cocoa plants. For this reason cocoa- and food-farming have
often been seen as complementary. But this complementarity is reversed
once the cocoa trees are sufficiently mature to form a shade canopy,
depriving shorter plants of light. For the 1940s there is evidence that in
Amansie district, at least, fallows were being shortened and for the first
time cassava (manioc) was being widely adopted locally, both in the diet
and on the farm. In the early 1870s Bonnat observed of the (free) Asantes
‘They do not cultivate cassava for they despise it’, though slaves grew it ‘in
abundance’ ‘in the woods’.!” The late T. E. Kyei recalled of his Agogo
childhood in the 1910s that ‘cassava . . . was not an important or popu-
lar item of food in those days. It was grown mainly to feed pigs.”” In
the 1940s in Amansie cassava was chosen, apparently as a substitute for
the traditional staple, plantain, because the former would grow well on the
marginal-quality land that was increasingly all that was left over for the
extension of any sort of cultivation in this comparatively long-established
cocoa district?®! in which fallow periods on the remaining foodcrop land
were ‘becoming too short for rejuvenation’.?”? McCaskie reports that it
was grown in a similar default role on the outskirts of Kumasi in the early
twentieth century: on relatively infertile land in the most densely popu-
lated part of Asante.?*® This is evidence of decreasing availability of land,
at least in localities where population was relatively dense and cocoa cul-
tivation widely established. Already, the combined effect of the spread of
cocoa and food-crop cultivation had been to replace much of the forest by
a mixture of farms and secondary bush.?’ Thus there were signs that the
end of the era of land-extensive cultivation was in sight in some of the
older cocoa-growing areas of southern and eastern Asante; despite the fur-
ther extension of the area under cocoa (evidently on to more marginal
land) that was to occur even in those districts in the 1950s. In western
Asante (especially the forest areas of what is now Brong-Ahafo Region),
however, the ‘land frontier’ remained open—in a natural sense though, as
we will see, not always in an institutional one.

Transport was overwhelmingly land-based: none of the rivers in the
Asante forest zone were navigable on more than a very small scale. Endemic
trypanasomiasis meant that haulage had to be by human porterage until
the introduction of engine power. The heaviness of the rains meant that
the trade routes required regular, labour-intensive maintenance to prevent the
forest from reclaiming the space: even before the columns of porters of the
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precolonial era were replaced by lorries whose axle-loads did much to rut
the roads.

Finally in this section we must focus again on rain. If the level of
rainfall conditioned the economic potential of the land, its seasonal dis-
tribution segmented the supplies of labour and farm income. The Asante
forest zone has two wet seasons, a major one from about March to early
July, a lesser one roughly in September and October.?”> Throughout the
period discussed in this book, demand for labour in agriculture (food and
cocoa-growing alike) peaked during the planting, that is wet, seasons.
Conversely, farm income flowed in during the harvests, which for cocoa
and for the majority of food output meant the dry seasons. For cocoa,
specifically, the main crop was ready for harvest during the first three months
of the main dry season, from November. In this it displaced or replaced
the major non-food farming occupations of the nineteenth-century econ-
omy, with the partial exception of kola nut collection.? All these occu-
pations took place largely in the dry season: kola and rubber production,
long-distance trade, gold mining and handicrafts. There were directly
climatic reasons for this: for example, the wet season flooded gold pits and
hindered travel. But given the biological priority of food production, and
the intensity of the demand for food-farm labour in the planting season,
it was the dry season in any case which offered the main opportunities for
other pursuits.?”” We will see below that these seasonal patterns influenced
the markets for labour and credit, though to degrees and in forms which
altered over the period.

Capital: Working and ‘Fixed’

Capital, defined as man-made assets that yield a flow of income (in kind
or otherwise) over time, links past economic activity with present and
future.?”® The length of time involved can have implications for the nature
of property rights in particular assets and for how they are transferred.
That is, the social relations surrounding an asset which is effectively
immobile and which yields income over thirty to fifty years (such as a
cocoa tree)?” are likely to differ from those surrounding one which is
instantly moveable and is capable of yielding returns within months (such
as a stock of trade goods)—as we will see in later chapters. It is conven-
tional to distinguish between fixed capital and variable (or ‘working’)
capital. Such a distinction can only be relative to the period with which
the observer is concerned. Ultimately no capital asset is truly ‘fixed’, in the
sense of permanent: machines and trees age and decay. But in view of the
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importance of the annual cycle of seasons in Asante economic life through-
out this period, it is useful to distinguish between assets which offered
returns within a year of their creation (which is how we will define ‘work-
ing capital’) and assets which offered returns only after more than a year
(‘fixed capital’).

In the nineteenth century the fixed capital directly involved in pro-
duction comprised gold pits, handlooms and a variety of simple tools for
farming (principally the cutlass and hoe)?!® and mining (notably a ‘narrow
shovel’ or ‘soil-chisel’).?!! It should be noted that the pits dug by miners
in one year could be reused, if there was any ore remaining, once they had
dried out after the intervening rainy season. Most relatively deep pits were
vertical shafts.?'* However a mine established near Manso Nkwanta to the
southwest of Kumasi, apparently in the late nineteenth century, had a
tunnel (measuring about 2.15 by 2.75 metres) that followed the reef
75-90 metres into the hillside. The roof was ‘supported by timbers along
its whole length’.?!*> Trypanosomiasis prevented the keeping of the kinds
of animals useful in production or haulage. Transport infrastructure com-
prised the networks of local paths which connected to what Wilks has
called the ‘great roads’.>!4

The early colonial period saw a transformation in the quality and
quantity of fixed capital. Railway lines were opened to Kumasi from
Sekondi in 1903, and from Accra in 1923. The European gold mines at
Obuasi and Konongo, themselves major items of fixed-capital formation,
were probably the prime intended beneficiaries of the particular routes
adopted by the railway builders,?!> but both railways provided actual and
prospective cocoa farmers with cheaper access to their markets. Motor
roads had a similar effect over a broader area from the 1910s onwards, when
the motor lorry became a practical proposition.?'® By mid-1924 Asante
had over 1100 kilometres of ‘motor and motorable’ roads.?!” Already by
1914, and more so by the early 1920s, Asantes were running small fleets
of commercial lorries in competition with Europeans and Levantines.?'8
That competition was highly effective, driving the price of haulage down
and many competitors out of business. The colonial administration’s
report for 1927-28 observed that ‘A large European motor transport com-
pany ceased operating in Ashanti and many of the larger Syrian lorry own-
ers are disposing of their fleets presumably due to the fact that they are
unable to compete with the ever-increasing African owner-driver. . . . The
general opinion amongst firms interested in transport is that cost of
haulage has now reached its possible minimum’.?!” Meanwhile, and cru-
cially, a massive process of indigenous capital formation was taking place
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at the initiative of tens of thousands of farmers. The adoption of cocoa
transformed the composition of Asante’s economic assets. Cocoa trees
offered decades of annual income flows to those prepared to wait years for
the first pod.

Annual crops may be regarded as capital goods in two phases of their
cycle and over the cycle as a whole. The first phase is between harvest and
planting: when a portion of the old crop is retained to plant in the next
planting season (‘seed corn’). The second is from planting until harvesting:
the growing plants meet the definition of capital goods in that they are
man-made, in the sense of having been deliberately planted, and they offer
a future return. The process of weeding around naturally-planted kola and
rubber trees was also an investment in the next harvest. We should note,
though, that in a property rights perspective both planting an annual crop
and clearing around a wild tree constituted longer-term investments in
that the labour established a claim to the repeat use of the plot or tree.
Finally, over the whole period between one harvest and the next, food-
stuffs need to be stored to feed the population until more food is available.
This ‘subsistence fund’ may be regarded, in part, as an investment in future
labour.

Working capital was important for production and trade because the
final consumer did not generally pay for the product when production
began nor even at the point, in time and space, where it was completed.
Between that point and payment by the final user often stretched physical
distance—the need to transport the produce—and certainly time during
which whoever provided the labour, in production and transport, needed
to consume food and other items. These costs were equally real whether
absorbed implicitly, as by a sole producer, or made explicit through pay-
ments such as money wages. We will see later that there was a major sea-
sonal element in the demand for working capital; though the nature of
this altered over the period. For the cocoa era it is abundantly documented
that producers tended to obtain credit outside the harvest season.??’
Besides being the period when supply was most available from cocoa-buyers
seeking to secure forthcoming produce, this was also the time when they
had no income coming in, and therefore most desired outside finance. For
the nineteenth century we lack direct evidence but circumstantially it is
very likely that there was a similar peak in producers’ demands for credit
(though supply was much more constrained). This would have been
towards the end of the rainy season, shortly before the main foodcrop
harvest and soon before the resumption (probably after the harvest) of
specifically cash-earning activities.



70 Labour, Land and Capital in Ghana

D. Implications: Shifting Contexts of the Evolution
of Factor Markets, 1896-1956

From the preceding sections we may derive several key observations which
will help frame the subsequent examination of factor markets and related
property rights.

The proposition, from vent-for-surplus theory, that even so dramatic
an expansion of production as the rise of cocoa-farming early in the colo-
nial period can be accounted for by the deployment of a leisure reserve
inherited from the precolonial era, is put in doubt by the evidence that
extra-subsistence output was much larger in the pre-cocoa era than can
comfortably be reconciled with any meaningful notion of such a reserve.
Indeed, throughout the period discussed in this book indigenous labour
was supplemented by widespread use of labour obtained from the
savanna: though the method of such recruitment changed fundamentally
with the transition from slave to wage relations.

The problem of explaining how extra-familial labour was obtained
in this era of the development of an agricultural export economy is made
harder by the physical abundance of land. Unless there were significant
net economies of scale in production (an issue to be examined in the next
chapter) and in the absence of a dispossessed local population, employers’
ability to attract labourers would depend on their possession of some critical
resource that potential labourers lacked. With all the forms of production
mentioned above new entrants would lack some skills that experienced
practitioners had acquired: but in none of the main cases—gold, kola,
rubber and cocoa—was this potential employer’s advantage more than
very temporary.

On the other hand, throughout the period savanna dwellers to the
north of Asante lacked independent access to the most economically valu-
able kinds of land. Northern Ghana and Burkina Faso, to use their pre-
sent names, were short of known exploitable auriferous terrain and, being
outside the forest zone, they lacked kola, rubber and cocoa trees, whether
wild or cultivated. Whereas micro-level differences in land quality within
Asante may not have mattered much in this context, land quality made a
big difference at a macro level.

This natural-resource advantage enjoyed by Asantes may be seen as
a form of economic rent. That is, the opportunity to exploit wild kola or
rubber trees or gold deposits created a rent equal to the difference between
the value of this output and the value of the foodcrop or other output that
could have been derived from the land. Similarly—to this extent—the
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adoption of cocoa by Asante farmers hugely increased the economic rent
on cultivable land in Asante, in that there was a great difference between
the income they could get from using land to grow cocoa and from using
land exclusively for food farming. Economic rents arise from inelasticity
in supply, and the supply of these natural assets was fixed.

It was also the subject, in the precolonial period and to some extent
also in the colonial, of a political monopoly in that it was impracticable
(and in the nineteenth century probably dangerous) for a northerner to
seek permission to work these natural resources as an independent pro-
ducer, rather than as an agent, free or otherwise, of an Asante principal.
The military strength of the kingdom secured a regional monopoly or
near-monopoly of certain natural assets. Colonial overrule maintained
Asante possession of Asante lands. Under both regimes Asantes possessed
a resource of ‘broad forest rent’ that their savanna neighbours lacked.

In principle the opportunity to gain a share of this rent might attract
labour from less endowed neighbouring regions. But this would only be
so if the rent was large enough to be divided with mutual net profit between
an employer and an employee. Thus its mere existence did not mean that
it was automatically enough to form the basis for free wage contracts. In
this respect there was a major difference between the key nineteenth-
century and twentieth-century exports. We have noted that cocoa was
much more lucrative than the commodities that it replaced (again contrary
to vent-for-surplus models) or, in the case of kola, far surpassed it in volume
and value of output. The value of the ‘rent’ from ownership of cocoa land
varied with the producer price, but it is clear that it was usually much
higher than that on the possession of rubber or kola trees or—with indige-
nous mining techniques—gold-bearing land. How this difference affected
the way in which labour was obtained will be examined in later chapters.

Finally, the use of land became much more intense over the period:
by the mid-twentieth century there were the beginnings of land scarcity in
certain localities. How the land tenure system responded, and generally
how it interacted with forms of labour and borrowing, will also be explored
below.



THE CHANGING RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN INPUT$S AND OUTPUT,
1807-1956

Having considered the changing stocks of the individual factors we can
now examine how they were combined. Let us therefore consider the rela-
tionship between output and the inputs of the various kinds of resources:
the production function (or rather functions, as they changed over the
period). Understanding this is necessary for any analysis of factor markets.
The chapter is intended to do much more than summarize existing knowl-
edge. Rather, it puts forward several major propositions about production
functions in Asante—ideas which are relevant as hypotheses, arguably, for
other settings not only in Ghana but in West, and indeed sub-Saharan
Africa more generally.!

Section A suggests that is necessary to modify the accepted view in the
economic historiography of West Africa that precolonial economies were
labour-scarce. Section B observes that the case of Asante cocoa contradicts
the vent-for-surplus interpretations of the cash crop revolution in the region.
Section C shows that the farmers’ characteristic land-extensive methods
of growing cocoa made economic sense throughout the colonial period.
Section D offers a general statement of the production functions over
1807-1956. In this context it argues that we need to reconsider (and for the
colonial period at least, to abandon) the proposition, put forward in notable
studies from economists, that in their choice of techniques Asante and other
Ghanaian cocoa-farmers essentially substituted labour for capital. Section E
considers the evidence about the relationship, if any, between scale of pro-
duction and efficiency. Section F reflects on the implications.
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A. Production Functions and Choice of Technique:
Labour Scarcity and Seasonal Abundance in the
Nineteenth Century

Arguably the production function is the most basic area of neglect in
recent studies of the precolonial economic history of Africa. The most
incisive publications appeared in 1973. A. G. Hopkins emphasised the
importance of labour scarcity and environmental constraints in explaining
choice of techniques, especially in agriculture.” Philip Curtin identified
the low opportunity cost of labour during the agricultural slack season as
the condition that permitted the existence of gold-mining in Bambuk,
an area now mostly in (southwest) Mali.> Subsequent work has greatly
extended our knowledge, not least for Asante, but the logic of the various
insights has by no means been tested to its limits. Indeed, Curtin himself
cautiously avoided generalizing from gold-mining to other non-
agricultural activities or from Bambuk to wider geographical areas. He
also avoided contrasting the abundance of labour in what was, by default,
the mining season with its scarcity in the rest of the year. Or perhaps in
Bambuk labour was not particularly scarce in the main agricultural
seasons because this area was, rather unusually in Sub-Saharan Africa,
characterised by a ‘small amount of tillable land’.# The latter condition
certainly did not apply in Asante which, as we have seen, was relatively
land-abundant. In this fundamental respect it fits Hopkins’s general pic-
ture of precolonial economies in West Africa. In this section we consider
exactly in what sense ‘land abundance’ and ‘labour scarcity’ are accurate
characterizations of the Asante economy of 1807-96. It is argued that the
economy was indeed land-abundant in most practical senses, and that it
was labour-scarce in agriculture. But two important qualifications are
offered. The stock of fixed capital was larger, and its importance greater
(if only in the short term), than has been recognised in the literature.
Further, even with the abundance of cultivable land, labour was relatively
abundant during the agricultural slack season, which mattered for choice
of technique.

The nineteenth-century economy of Asante was land-abundant in
the economic sense that the expansion of output was constrained by the
availability or cost of other factors rather than land. Capital was scarce;
but its supply was largely determined by the level of inputs of labour,
using simple tools (in some cases, with considerable skill). This should
be qualified with respect to time. Because gold pits and handlooms were
relatively enduring, their supply in any one year was largely dependent on



74 Labour, Land and Capital in Ghana

how many existed at the end of the previous year. Apart from the making
of new looms or the digging of new pits, the stock was little affected by
the allocation of labour within the current year. In farming capital forma-
tion took a different, yet partly related, form. Crucially, the production of
even annual crops was facilitated by past investment of labour in clearing
the forest. A study of the weight of vegetation in mature (40-50 years old)
secondary forest of this kind in Ghana reported an average of 146 tonnes
per acre oven-dried, implying a moist weight of about 300 tonnes. In con-
trast, after 20 years of fallow, secondary forest would weigh about 100
tonnes.’ Thus a dadaso, a farm cleared and cultivated in a previous year,®
was a capital asset, the economic effect of which was to increase the
returns on the labour now expended on replanting and weeding it during
the current year. Again, keeping paths clear of obstructive vegetation was
cheaper than clearing high forest to make the paths in the first place. The
same applied to weeding around semi-cultivated trees. Hence an impor-
tant distinction is required. Over the span of a year or less the quantity of
output was a function of the amounts of both current labour inputs and
of the level of fixed capital. Thus the short-term production function, it
should be emphasized, was a two-factor one.

The longer-term production function, however, was a single-factor
one. For, as the stock of fixed capital comprised the net accumulation of
past labour inputs specifically directed to the creation of capital goods,
over any term longer than a year the quantity of output was overwhelm-
ingly a function only of the level of labour inputs (using simple tools).
Thus, with the prevailing technology, Asante fitted a widespread pattern
in precolonial West Africa: of being labour-scarce in that it was the quan-
tity and cost of available labour which was the main determinant of the
level of output.” This implies that the most efficient allocation of resources
would use as little labour as possible in relation to the supply of land.
Under the prevailing environment and technical constraints, restoration
of soil fertility required long fallow periods. But the rotation, even once
every 15-20 years, allowed for some economy on labour. Thus Asante
farming methods were land-extensive and labour-saving.

The linked ideas of land-abundance and labour-scarcity needs are
not sufficient, however, as an account of the precolonial production func-
tion; not even when elaborated to take account of the need for a long plot-
rotation cycle in farming. While land was abundant in the sense that there
was more of it than the population could work, it was not accessible
to productive use for a considerable part of the year. Planting had neces-
sarily to be done during the rains; weeding was necessarily a rainy-season
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chore because that was when the weeds grew; and the crops had to be
harvested when they were ready, early in the dry seasons. In defining the
‘agricultural year’ we should also include the last few weeks of the major
dry season, during which land was cleared in preparation for cultivation.
Doing this work then, rather than spreading it throughout the dry season,
was economical in that after months of drought fire could be used as an
instrument of clearance. The rest of the calendar year comprised the heart
of the dry season: the three to four months between harvesting and land
preparation (November—February). The implication of this is that ‘land’
as a factor of production ceases to be homogenous if it is viewed as a flow
rather than a stock. That is, if land is redefined as access to natural resources
over time. Specifically, the utilization of this resource was restricted by the
climate, in that with the available crop repertoire there was very little of
productive value that it was possible to do on the farms for much of the
dry season.

This in turn implies that, while output during the agricultural off-
season was still very largely a function of labour inputs alone, the opportu-
nity cost of labour was much less than in the rest of the year.® Given that
the transport constraints meant that the Asante population had very largely
to feed itself if it was to survive, in a physiological sense agricultural-season
labour was inescapable while off-season work was discretionary.

The low opportunity cost of dry-season labour facilitated the supply
response to demand for extra-subsistence goods (and reduced the incentive
for capital-intensive technological innovations). Conversely, the level of extra-
subsistence production was a function mainly of how the agricultural dry
season was used. The income received from this output was largely what
made effective the Asante demand for labour through the market, whether
for slaves in the nineteenth century or free workers in the twentieth.

This explains a contrast, which has gone surprisingly unremarked
in the historiography of Asante and of West Africa generally, between the
choice of techniques in agriculture and in extra-subsistence activities
undertaken during the dry season especially (in some cases by default) in
the agricultural off-season.” In contrast to agriculture, these other activi-
ties were pursued in ways which must be recognised as labour-intense. In
the case of the use of head-porterage for transporting goods, there was no
available alternative. More significant is the case of weaving, where it is
hard to see any technical obstacle to using relatively broad looms rather
than the narrow looms characteristic of Sub-Saharan Africa generally and
of West Africa particularly. Plate 4.1 illustrates the narrowness of the strips
in which cloth was woven in nineteenth-century Asante.
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Plate 4.1. Nineteenth-century Asante cloth in British Museum.
Reproduced by permission of the British Museum (© Copyright The British Museum).

An earlier reproduction appeared in McLeod, The Asante, 152.

As of the 1970s ‘traditional’” Asante looms produced woven strips of
7.5—-10 centimetres, which matches Bowdich’s observation from his 1817
visit that ‘the web is never more than four inches [10 cm] broad’.!' With
a broader loom, output per weaver must have been substantially higher.


rh
Text Box



Disclaimer: 
Some images in the printed version of this book 
are not available for inclusion in the eBook. 

To view the image on this page please refer to 
the printed version of this book. 


Changing Relationship Between Inputs and Outputr 77

The preference for the narrow loom may be ascribed in part to an aesthetic
preference for its product, and partly to its very low capital cost. These
considerations account for the survival and relative prosperity of specialist
weavers through and beyond the colonial era.'? But in the nineteenth cen-
tury it was facilitated also by the fact that the opportunity cost of labour
during the season in which most weaving was done was much lower than
it was during the agricultural year. Similarly, it was only because it was
a dry-season activity that a European observer (as if in anticipation of
Curtin on Bambuk) could remark of Asante gold-mining in the 1890s
that ‘“The native’s work costs him nothing; consequently, where all is
profit, he can afford to work very poor rock such as Europeans could not
touch’.!® Labour was scarce and, accordingly, was saved where it was pos-
sible to do so during the busy seasons in agriculture; whereas in the agri-
cultural slack season labour was abundant and was freely expended.

B. The Transition to Cocoa as a Rise in Productivity:
The Inapplicability of ‘Vent-For-Surplus’
Models to the Explanation of the Asante
‘Cash-Crop Revolution’

Though vent-for-surplus theories' have been relatively unfashionable
since the 1970s they have yet to be systematically refuted and an alterna-
tive analysis put in their place in the economic historiography of West
Africa. This is not the book to attempt these tasks in detail. But it is nec-
essary to outline the evidence and to try to draw the appropriate conclu-
sions on the matter, as a basis for the arguments developed in subsequent
chapters.

Partly because of the labouriousness of the techniques in use, the
Asante labour-force seems to have been occupied through the dry season:
with many of the activities described earlier, notably mining, artisanal
production, kola and rubber production and export-import trading and
carriage. This renders implausible a starting assumption of the vent-for-
surplus model, that there was a leisure reserve which could later be drawn
upon for cocoa production.!

The nineteenth-century changes in the composition and scale of
output can be said to have altered the general input/output ratio of the
economy, but the effects were very largely quantitative rather than quali-
tative, and relatively modest at that. The post-1807 rise in the production
of kola nuts, and the later take-off of rubber production, meant an increase
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in the production of semi-cultivated items. Compared to kola production
in the eighteenth century the nineteenth century evidently saw a rise in
total factor productivity in value terms, but there is no reason to believe
that there was a change in the factor proportions involved. By contrast, the
coming of cocoa was a change both ubiquitous and profound for the
Asante forest zone.

Mechanized transport contributed greatly to the fulfilment of the
exotic crop’s potential as a means of raising returns on land and labour in
Asante. The adoption rate was partly a function of local cocoa prices: that
is, of access to market which was in turn a function of distance from the
railway or motor road. Though local farmers had begun to plant cocoa
even before the Sekondi-Kumasi line was built, the railway’s impact on
producer prices was surely critical to the rapidity and extent of the initial
spread of cocoa cultivation in the south and centre of Asante.!® Cocoa had
been planted in western Asante by ¢.1910, at least in the Tano Valley and
around Takyimentia.!” Yet the spread of cocoa west of the Kumasi district
was, relatively, rather gradual over the next third of a century. By the
1946-47 and 1947-48 crop years the share of “Western Ashanti’ (the future
Brong-Ahafo Region) in combined ‘Asante’ (Brong-Ahafo plus the future
Ashanti Region) cocoa sales averaged 34.5 per cent. For 1955-56 and
1956-57, on the other hand, the figure had risen to 42.1 per cent.!® This
lag is partly attributable to the absence of a railway and to the relatively
slow expansion of the motor-road network in this more lightly-populated
region of Asante.

The scale on which cocoa was adopted in Asante entailed a major
demand for labour. There is a misconception in some of the literature that
‘Cocoa does not need large labour inputs’.!” This assumption made more
plausible the claim by advocates of vent-for-surplus theory that the cocoa
‘revolution’ had been based simply on the activation of previously idle
labour. I have examined elsewhere, in detail, the evidence on labour inputs
in one of the major cocoa-growing districts, Amansie. It appears that
by 1914-15, for example, as the ‘take-off” phase of local cocoa planting
approached its close, cocoa farms would have required at least a third, per-
haps well over half, of the working year of the equivalent of the entire male
labour force.?® Consistent with this, and exactly contrary to vent-for-
surplus theory, there is considerable evidence of labour being reallocated
to cocoa farming from existing (extra-subsistence) activities such as gold
mining.?!

What the adoption of cocoa cultivation in the colonial period entailed
was not, as protagonists of vent-for-surplus models thought, a cure for
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what they believed was demand deficiency, merely permitting and/or
stimulating an expansion of output within the same production function.
Rather, it involved a new production function, with a higher level of out-
put for each possible level of inputs. This was partly a function of world
demand, and of the introduction of mechanized transport which greatly
increased producer shares of the world price. But underlying the prof-
itability of cocoa over existing exportable products in the Asante repertoire
were ecological or agronomic characteristics with economic consequences.
Cocoa enabled Asante producers to make full use of their soils: to capture
the forest rent. It also enabled them to make even more use of a given level
of labour supply over the year, because the harvesting of cocoa was a major
task performed over much of the dry season. Cocoa greatly increased the
economic rent on Asante forest land and offered much higher returns to
labour than the established export activities, including indigenous gold
mining.?? Cocoa trees represented a vast new stock of fixed capital which
greatly increased the returns on land and labour. As this implies, the new
production function was not only higher than its predecessor, it combined
factors in different proportions. This will be explored in the next two
sections.

C. The Implications of Cocoa for Farmers’ Choice of
Techniques: Extensive or Intensive?

The task of analysing the production function in cocoa farming is com-
plicated by a major controversy that ran throughout the colonial period,
and which to some extent continues today, over whether intensive or
extensive methods are optimal in Ghanaian conditions. The government
agricultural specialists advocated, and the European planters practised,
techniques of cocoa farming that were intensive in the sense of involving
a high ratio of labour and capital to land. In contrast the African farmers
generally adopted land-extensive techniques, economising on the input of
cooperating factors per unit area.

The colonial Department of Agriculture propounded a series of rec-
ommendations about cocoa production.?® These were united by an insis-
tence that the farmer’s aim should be to maximize and sustain output from
a relatively limited area under cocoa. Thus the department vigorously crit-
icised farmers’ propensity to establish additional farms, often many kilo-
metres from their original ones, rather than concentrating their efforts on
the latter. Officials also advocated that individual cocoa trees should be
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spaced relatively far apart. They believed that this helped to maximise
yield per unit area. Again, they urged farmers to treat disease and pest
attacks as intensively as they could. The intensive approach to pests and
diseases involved primarily the removal of diseased pods, pruning of trees,
frequent and thorough harvesting, and burning or burying the husks of
pods. Finally, they emphasized the importance of fermenting the beans
thoroughly before presenting them for sale.

Farmers’ practices were generally very different. Asante cultivators,
like many of their counterparts further south, tended to establish a series
of cocoa farms at increasing distances from their home village.?* They
planted the trees very close together.”> Though pruning and other sanita-
tion measures were not unknown on their farms, they were much more
infrequent than the Department recommended. How often they went
round their trees harvesting whichever pods had ripened varied with the
price they could obtain for the product. When faced with falling yields,
whether because of soil degradation or because of infection or infestation,
they tended to replant elsewhere rather than to put more labour and cap-
ital into trying to restore yields on existing farms. Let us elaborate on this
propensity to move and plant again.

In the mid-1940s Fortes recorded in his fieldnotes his findings from
a visit to Kwotei, a village about 8 kilometres southeast of Kumasi.

Most of the men are cocoa farmers in Ahafo, in & around Bechem.
According to Opanin Safo, they first went to Ahafo in 1928, when the
cocoa in the vicinity of the village began to fail. Safo said this was due to
soil deficiencies[.] Farms producing 200 loads are now yielding only 1/10th
of that. Most of the villagers have very big farms in Ahafo.?

In one sense this continued the long-established technique of land rota-
tion as a response to the tendency for yields to decline in response to con-
tinued cultivation. The difference with cocoa was that, as a ‘permanent’
crop bearing for thirty years or more, it could barely be rotated in any
cycle short enough to be relevant to an individual working life. But if fal-
lowing was not available to revive the land under cocoa, the farmers could
respond to deteriorating yields by establishing new farms on fresh forest
land.

Perhaps most indicative of the land-extensiveness of farmers’ methods
was what W. S. D. Tudhope, the Director of Agriculture, described in 1919
as “The universal native practice’ in dealing with farm sanitation prob-
lems.?” Specifically, it was directed against capsid infestation. An account of
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it was offered in 1948 by Kojo Dunkwoh of Kumasi, who was probably
himself a cocoa farmer. He called it the “Weeds Overgrown’ method:

When a cocoa-farm is partly attacked by ‘Akate’ [capsid], the farmer leaves
that portion infected uncleared; left to wild plants, weeds, and climbing
stems to overgrow that portion for three years good. The farmer will inspect
period by period, and in due course, he will find that . . . the infected area
had entirely changed, and had become fresh and flourishing trees with fine
dark and long leaves appear [sic]. The farmer would then engage labourers
... to clear out the wild weeds and plants; he will find that, that method
had proved successful: the trees turned out to be new, and healthy.?8

Though this profound difference between the land-extensiveness of
African farmers” practices and the intensive approach urged by the gov-
ernment’s agricultural experts (and applied by the few European planta-
tions) proved to be enduring, we should recall that in the early colonial
period in Asante the question of how best to grow cocoa in West Africa
was relatively new to all concerned. It is reasonable to postulate that
African farmers sought to place cocoa within the ‘mental model of their
long-established land-extensive approaches. They evidently redrew the
model to accommodate a permanent crop and the need to plant succes-
sively further from home. But the arrival of cocoa did not mean that land
had ceased to be relatively abundant. On the contrary, its basic advantage
in the Asante (and West African) context was that its physical characteris-
tics made it particularly efficient as a tool with which farmers could
exploit that abundance (could tap the ‘forest rent’). So it is hardly surpris-
ing that African farmers continued to favour extensive methods. It is
equally unsurprising that British officials and planters expected intensive
techniques to prove the more efficient. The very fact that the country they
worked in was a British colony would have seemed inconceivable without
there being a gulf in productivity between the economies of Britain and,
in this case, Asante. British economic success had been based on techno-
logical advances which, in agriculture as well as in manufacturing, were far
more capital intensive than were ‘traditional’ African methods. The early
colonial period was hardly one in which most British residents would
expect to have technical or economic lessons to learn from Africans.
Meanwhile European agricultural officers and planters could draw on
knowledge about cultivation techniques in South America and the West
Indies, but had as yet very limited experience of the crop in West African
conditions.
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Over the decades parts of the Department of Agriculture’s advice
proved to be wrong in its own terms. Wide spacing is no longer consid-
ered to be conducive to high yields per unit area, especially with the
Amelonado variety of cocoa®® which was the only one in use on Ghanaian
farms before 1950. The intensive approach to farm hygiene failed on the
European plantations and by the early 1930s its rationale was undermined
by the findings of research conducted in Ghana and Nigeria by the colo-
nial agricultural departments themselves.’! Already in 1916 Governor
Clifford had observed that, despite the recommendations of their depart-
ment, agricultural officers ‘very generally admit that recovery usually
results’ from the weeds-overgrown method of dealing with capsid.??

For the rest the Departments recommendations were correct if
returns on land and quality of produce were the priorities, as it assumed.
But they were inappropriate in terms of the resource endowment, and the
relative factor costs, that faced the farmers and to which the farmers’ very
different choice of techniques appears to have been a response. With fresh
land available it made sense to use it when the yields on an existing farm
fell, whether because of fertility or hygiene problems. The ‘weeds over-
grown’ policy saved labour and, to some extent, capital. Close planting fit-
ted a general pattern of using land where possible rather than labour and
capital. This may seem paradoxical, so let us consider close planting in
more detail.

It had the disadvantage, given that its logic was to save labour (and/or
thereby working capital), that weeding young plants was more labourious
where they were tightly packed rather than arranged in wide rows.* This
problem was aggravated by the fact that they tended to be arranged irreg-
ularly, having been sown fairly randomly apparently in order to save time
in that process. The pay-off came later. Narrow spacing meant the early for-
mation of a shade canopy, thus removing the need to weed thereafter.

Further, in terms of yield, close spacing is particularly superior to
wide spacing in the early years of bearing.** This early return on invest-
ment of labour and capital would be particularly valuable in an economy
in which these were the scarce factors. Again, dense planting appears to
have been well adapted to the specific ecology of the Ghanaian forest zone.
In 1943 a specialist report observed: ‘One hears criticisms sometimes of
the closeness of the planting, but this seems to be rather an appreciation
of the low fertility of the soil, the closer planting being generally more
apparent on the poorer classes of soil’.?®

Farmers’ performance over the colonial period demonstrates clearly
that their methods produced better economic results than those advocated
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by the Department and practised by the European planters. At a macro
level, Ghana’s success in rapidly achieving, increasing and sustaining the
position of the world’s largest producer of cocoa suggests that the farmers
cannot have been far wrong. At a micro level, as I have shown elsewhere,
the commercial failure of the British planters in competition with African
farmers in Asante and elsewhere in Ghana is precisely attributable to the
planters’ use of intensive techniques inappropriate to the prevailing set
of relative scarcities.’® Thus we may conclude that the farmers’ initial
approach, based on their knowledge and prior experience of the economic
and physical environment, turned out to be close to optimal for the adop-
tion of cocoa.

But what about learning from experience and responding to change?
The behaviour of Asante farmers shows that they did not simply or dog-
matically follow a preconceived set of practices, in which case their success
could be regarded as a fortunate gamble. Though close spacing of trees
became their standard practice, some farmers had experimented with wider
spacings. In Amoafo in Amansie the first cocoa trees were deliberately spaced
at wide intervals because planting materials were initally scarce.’” Later,
government agricultural instructors reported some success in persuading
farmers to space more widely (for example, at 15 foot [4.57 metre] intervals
‘instead of the present system of planting about’ 8 feet [2.44 metres] apart).’®
Such reports came from Kumasi district in 1908 and Asante-Akyem in
1912.% Besides this willingness to experiment with tree spacing, farmers
demonstrated a pattern of pragmatic optimizing in the case of preparation of
beans for market: they were willing to put in the labour and capital required
to ferment beans well, but only when the cocoa-buyers gave higher prices for
better quality beans.®’

What evidence is there of learning, either ‘by doing’ or from
research, among the European interests involved? There are distinctions
to be made. Government administrators tended to be relatively open-
minded. The statement from Governor Clifford quoted above was in the
context of rejecting a proposal from government agriculturalists that the
cultivators who did not follow the Departments prescription for farm
hygiene should be fined. Again, whereas the Department of Agriculture
fretted that Ghanaian cocoa was the ‘vin ordinaire’ of the world cocoa
market, an administrator observed: “There has been a very strong demand
hitherto for the local quality, and as there is room in the wine industry
both for vin ordinaire and vintage claret, there seems to be room in the
cocoa industry for different qualities of cocoa !l In 1936, however, the
Ashanti Confederacy Council of Chiefs gave chiefs’ courts power to fine



84  Labour, Land and Capital in Ghana

or imprison farmers who presented for sale ‘any cocoa which is not thor-
oughly dry.¥> Meanwhile the planters and the agriculture department
stuck firmly to the intensive approach. Being occupationally focussed on
agriculture they may have found it particularly hard to compromise their
sense that this approach embodied what they thought of as the character-
istically European virtues of discipline, tidiness and energy. The rigidity of
this attitude proved fatal for the profitability of the European plantations
in Asante and elsewhere in Ghana.®® The government agriculturalists
could maintain the same outlook for longer because they did not have to
make money to survive. The department appeared content to run a model
plantation on the same intensive lines at what, commercially, would have
been a fatal loss.** Research findings from colleagues gradually under-
mined some of its specific initial recommendations, as we have seen. But
the general direction of government research on techniques of cocoa cul-
tivation was to find more effective ways of being intensive in West African
conditions: to be right next time, as it were.

This scientific effort was stepped up after the emergence of a new
and extremely serious threat to the health of cocoa farms. A new cocoa dis-
ease, to be known as swollen shoot, appeared in the Eastern Province of
the Gold Coast Colony in the 1930s. In 1940 the government botanist,
A. E Posnette, identified its cause as a virus.*> There seemed to be no prac-
tical alternative to the removal of all trees that might possibly have the
pathogen. This ‘cutting out” policy was particularly unwelcome to farmers
because the trees to be destroyed included those which, though diseased,
were still bearing pods; plus other trees which as yet showed no sign of
infection. For the purpose of this book we do not need to explore the
political economy of the controversy that ensued, for the disease had rel-
atively little impact on cocoa output in Asante. Yet the controversy about
how to treat it was significant for farmers in Asante as well as elsewhere in
that, for the first time, government agricultural science made a major con-
tribution to best-practice in cocoa farming in Ghana. It was, moreover, a
discovery that went against the grain of farmers’ preconceptions. Having
described the rationale for the ‘weeds overgrown’ method (in the passage
quoted earlier), Kojo Dukwoh went on to claim that the method would
work for swollen shoot too, which he identified with akate,* the farmers’
name for capsid infestation. But this time the farmers did not know best.

From 1944 government scientists, based at the new Cocoa Research
Institute at Tafo in the Eastern Province of the Gold Coast Colony, pro-
ceeded with a range of trials designed to offset the damage which swollen
shoot was doing to Ghana’s cocoa supply capacity. Breeding experiments
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eventually resulted in a succession of earlier-maturing, higher yielding
varieties of cocoa.”” In 1956 the Ministry of Agriculture made chemical
pesticides available to some indigenous cocoa-farmers for the first time at
prices that made them seem worth using.® Fertilizers were to follow. This
combination of innovations,* taken as a package, raised the possibility
of a fundamentally new production function for cocoa in West Africa.
Compared to the production function within which farmers were used to
working, the share of capital and (net) labour in total factor inputs would
be higher and that of land, lower.

For the present analysis three cautionary observations should be
made. The first is that, simply, the new inputs only began to be available
at the very end of our period and their initial impact (including on the
proportions in which farmers combined factors) was so modest that they
can largely be ignored when we seek to explain the property rights regime
in factors of production, and the related markets, as they existed to the
end of the period. Amelonado continued to account for the overwhelm-
ing majority of new plantings through the 1950s,° presumably because
most farmers could obtain it at no cash cost from their own or their close
relatives’ existing farms. The 1956—57 crop year—the year of the house-
hold survey—was the first in which chemical pesticides were used on a sig-
nificant scale. Even so it was a fraction of the level at which they were to
be used over the following several years. They may have added between
one and two per cent to the total 1956-57 crop, though it may well have
been less.’! On the other hand, the new inputs are relevant to assessments
of possible subsequent trends.

Second, the economic and ecological superiority of the new inputs
and techniques over the established ones remained very questionable even
after 1956-57. D. Leston’s examination of the evidence concluded that
while routine insecticide use had raised yields in the short term—though
not in all the Asante field trials—the longer-term benefits were doubtful,
especially because the insecticides killed the ants who were the capsids’
natural predators.’> Meanwhile fertilizers could raise yields, but research
in southwestern Nigeria concluded that their use was profitable only if
producer prices were relatively high.>?

Finally, how useful was it to raise yields per unit area while land
remained relatively abundant? Insecticide and fertilizer use seemed to be
profitable for farmers only when the producer price was relatively high
and/or when the inputs were subsidized. In short, the technical advances
of the 1950s may be seen as significant primarily as a step towards a more
intensive approach to cultivation that would (perhaps after further technical
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progress) eventually become appropriate—in the sense of optimal under the
prevailing set of scarcities—as land became scarce in the forest zone.

D. A General Statement of the Cocoa Production
Function in Colonial-Period Asante

So let us now try to define the relationship between the various factor inputs
and the output of cocoa during the colonial period. That is, before the post-
war innovations raised the possibility of a change of production function.
The definition we seek is a general one, because that is what is needed
for the chapters that follow. Moreover, quantitative precision is probably
not a serious possibility. Two contributory propositions are clear: that land
remained relatively (though decreasingly) abundant to the end of the period;
and that the ratio of capital to other factors rose with cocoa planting. What
is more contentious is the relationship between capital and labour.

Land remained abundant in relation to labour and capital through-
out the period. After a detailed survey of six villages in Ahafo from 1956
onwards the economist E R. Bray reported, in early 1959, that it was still
the case that ‘in much of the country the area of land that he [‘the farmer’]
may work is not yet the limiting factor of production. . . . The farmer
will try to clear as large an area as possible.” Accordingly, as long as it
remained relatively cheap to start tapping the forest rent elsewhere, there
was no point in investing scarce labour and capital in trying to revive
yields on existing farms (perhaps by importing chemical fertilizer). Thus
land-extensiveness remained the optimal way of combining factors in
farming to and even beyond the end of the colonial period. That is, it
made sense to bring more land into cultivation, rather than to invest the
scarce factors in extracting higher yields from the existing cultivated area.

The introduction and spread of cocoa farming, together with mech-
anized transport, raised the ratio of capital to land and labour. There was a
qualitative change in the source of capital formation in that, while manual
labour was indispensable in the laying of railways and the creation and
maintenance of motor roads, the provision of transport infrastructure was
no longer essentially a function of labour inputs. A lot of what it embod-
ied was now technology rather than unskilled labour. Capital had been sub-
stituted for labour on a large scale, for reasons exogenous to Asante, though
head-loading continued to be important at local level. In agriculture the
arrival of cocoa meant that, in any period short of several years, output
was limited by the existing stock of trees: present productive capacity was
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largely a function of past inputs into planting. In that sense the contribu-
tion of fixed capital to output was greatly increased.

Bray took the view that, given that it was not land, ‘the limiting factor
is capital and it is this factor that the farmer tries to economise’.”® In a valu-
able dissertation completed in 1984 Francis Teal agreed, maintaining that
‘the traditional production process in planting has as its economic objects
substituting labour for capital, dense planting rather than insecticides and
using labour and land intensively relative to capital inputs.”® In an abstract
sense capital is likely to be the scarcest resource, almost by definition, in a
poor economy. But fixed capital differs from unskilled labour in that it is
not necessarily fungible and malleable. Historically, dense planting was not
a substitute for insecticides: the latter were not a practical possibility for
Asante farmers until the 1950s. In general terms the available technol-
ogy did not embody sufficient capital (as opposed to capital embodying
unskilled or semi-skilled labour, as with cocoa trees), or capital in the
specific forms required, to make capital the decisive scarce factor.

We can be more precise about the role of fixed capital in cocoa pro-
duction. Overwhelmingly the main form of fixed capital was the cocoa
trees themselves. Their maturation period varied considerably. Since
1945, at least, the conventionally accepted figure for the time taken for
Amelonado cocoa to begin to bear has been seven years. But it is clear, from
the leading contemporary authorities and from oral testimony from elderly
farmers, that during the early decades of Ghanaian cocoa-growing yields
generally began earlier. If there was a change, it may have reflected the use
of relatively marginal soils in some later plantings. But in 1931, for exam-
ple, A. W. Cardinall stated that “The trees usually bear fruit in their 4th or
5th year, when a considerable yield may be expected.”” The creation of this
form of capital was again, as R. Szereszewski remarked, the (‘tool-aided’)
‘capitalisation of current local labour’.%® So over terms longer than about six
years the one-factor production function still applied: productive capacity
was mainly a function of the quantity of labour inputs, providing they were
competently directed.

The available quantitative evidence shows that labour was over-
whelmingly the main component of cocoa-farmers™ costs in the colonial
period.> Not surprisingly, therefore, they sought to save labour whenever
it was possible and useful to do so. The planting of food crops on young
cocoa farms to shade the immature cocoa plants saved labour on weeding.
Far from saving capital at the expense of labour, as Teal implied, we have
noted that close planting saved labour in the medium term because the
early creation of a shade canopy cut short the task of weeding. Again, the
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‘weeds overgrown’ method saved labour and any capital goods that might
have been involved. Heap fermentation saved on fixed capital goods in
the form of wooden boxes. But it also, and probably mainly, economized
on labour. In short, we have seen that there was a clear pattern of saving
labour in cocoa production wherever possible.

Let us draw the elements in this discussion together. The relatively
abundant resource was land. Accordingly farmers sought to maximise the
ratio between it and the scarce cooperating factors. In principle, capital
was even scarcer than labour. But the possibility of substituting labour for
fixed capital did not occur in key tasks until at least the 1950s, when
spraying could be used in place of dense planting. Even then it was ques-
tionable whether this would achieve a net saving of capital, rather than
a shift towards general intensification of land use, because of the cost of
spray and of the equipment needed to deliver it. In principle again, the
cost of labour could be ascribed to working capital. For besides wages or
a share of the crop the employer was often expected to provide clothing,
accommodation and food. Alternatively, in the case of food crops, the
farmer might provide regular labourers (on annual or sharecrop contracts)
with subsistence plots on which they could grow some of their own. This
was land which the farmer had obtained virtually free for, as we will see,
where rent was paid it was on cocoa trees, not on land used for subsis-
tence-food production.®® In this latter case, therefore, the farmer substi-
tuted land for capital to help meet the cost of labour. We can agree with
Bray that farmers economized on labour because they lacked the means to
hire more of it.°! But note that, to the extent that this was so, it did not
imply the substitution of labour for capital. On the contrary, the quantity
of labour inputs was constrained by the availability of capital. Further-
more, labour inputs were not simply a function of the investment of
working capital. Recruiting labour was a problem for farmers, as were the
terms on which labour was obtained. But once recruited it was largely
self-financing. The conclusion is that labour, like capital, remained scarce
in itself to the end of the period with which this book is concerned.

E. Economics of Scale and the Pattern of Demand
for Factors of Production

It remains to consider the possibility that returns to scale varied with scale
of production. This matters because whether the scale of production influ-
ences the cost of producing a single unit may have important implications
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for the demand for productive resources. Economic advantages of scale
may exist in two forms. There may be an entry threshold, a level of
resources below which it is impossible to produce or trade the item(s) in
question. There may also be increasing returns to scale, where unit costs
fall as the enterprise’s output rises. Such an effect is entailed where there is
a fixed entry threshold, but such a threshold is far from the only possible
source of increasing returns. Conversely, diseconomies may exist, giving
small producers a competitive edge over large. Common empirical obser-
vation suggests that these are most likely to result from institutional rather
than technical constraints: where supervision is costly, for example. If scale
made a big difference to unit production costs we would expect it to affect
the demand for inputs, with implications for markets and perhaps prop-
erty rights in factors of production. If big farmers were more efficient than
small, for instance, it is likely that resources would be bid away from the
latter to the former. If the scale advantage was substantial, individuals
might find it paid to abandon working for themselves or for a member of
their family, and instead become a hired employee on a big farm. One
implication of this for property and markets would be that coerced labour
would be unnecessary for the existence of large units of production.

Identifying entry thresholds is relatively straightforward in the sense
that even a single case of a small supplier existing and surviving against
potential or actual competition from larger ones would demonstrate that
small-scale production was technically possible and commercially sustain-
able. Documenting the presence or otherwise of increasing or decreasing
returns to scale is much harder. Where quantification is impossible it is
necessary to make inferences from the technical and physical characteris-
tics of the production process. It is relevant also to look at the scale on
which suppliers actually operated, but this has to be done carefully to avoid
circular arguments of the form ‘most farmers were small therefore there
were no significant economic advantages of scale; there were no significant
economies of scale, thus most farmers were small’.

In 1973 Hopkins argued that the ‘modern’ period in the economic
history of West Africa was characterized by scale neutrality in production
and trade, and that this era opened, not with European invasion, but with
the early-nineteenth century transition in the Atlantic export trade from
slaves to palm oil and groundnuts.®* Subsequent research has, on the whole,
provided support for the view that technical scale-neutrality applied in
production. On the other hand, there has been controversy about whether
economic advantages of scale really disappeared, or rather persisted strongly
into the era of ‘legitimate’ commerce.®®
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Consideration of the Asante evidence suggests that the notion that
bigger was more efficient needs to be applied selectively even in trade. In
transport the basic unit in the nineteenth century was the head load. In
the colonial period foot transport was gradually though incompletely dis-
placed by mechanized methods, but it was still possible for an individual
trader to hire space on a lorry or train, most obviously by carrying her own
load to the vehicle. In this context it is clear that in terms of labour and
capital requirements (working capital to acquire and hold the stock of
trade goods and to maintain the labour force) there was no entry thresh-
old to exclude even individual traders working alone, and it is unlikely
that returns increased significantly with scale.

Where scale economies surely did exist was in the process of trans-
acting itself. It would have been cheaper for an import-export merchant to
deal face-to-face with a relatively small number of people. Hence interme-
diation was a crucial role: bulking export produce and breaking bulk with
foreign commodities. Middlemen could compete with each other for access
to export-import merchants: for custom and, especially in the cocoa era, for
credit. A large intermediary had an advantage over a small one because he
had more supply and/or demand to offer the import-export merchant, and
because credit given to him would be cheaper to administer and probably
better secured than if the same sum was divided among a number of small
traders. Thus it is plausible that increasing returns existed, not in the lower
part of the scale of trading operations, but when a trader expanded his or
her operations beyond a certain size. This proposition, based on the
descriptions of the processes, is consistent with the distribution of trade
that we observe throughout the period. The pattern was one of very wide-
spread participation in trade combined with the presence of a small minor-
ity of large traders, epitomizing the possibility of making substantial
fortunes through exceptionally successful trade. In precolonial Adanse,
‘In every town, trading provided the source of revenue for the inhabitants.
If one did not trade he [sic] was forever poor’; but certain individuals, such
as Kwaku Akore of Dompoase, made fortunes from trade sufficient to earn
celebrity and official recognition within the chiefdom.® In the colonial era
entry into cocoa broking was extremely widespread, but this apparently
extreme competition did not prevent some people from becoming large-
scale operators.> Meanwhile the market places were thronged with ‘petty
traders’, but some food-sellers ran large-scale operations.®

Turning to the various forms of production in the nineteenth cen-
tury, the fact that commoners participated extensively in producing gold,
kola and rubber indicates that there were no significant entry barriers. The
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nature of the collection process in gold and kola suggests that while a pro-
ducer with much labour could produce far more than a lone individual,
there is no reason to expect that the unit cost would have been lower.
Requirements and advantages of scale appear to have been, respectively,
absent and negligible if they existed at all.*” The case of gold is compli-
cated by the variety of ways in which it was possible to produce it. There
has been controversy over the relative efficiency of the methods open to
small-scale, commoner producers—panning and the main one, shallow-
pit excavation—compared to the method that, presumably, was in prac-
tice possible only for stool labour forces: deep mining.® In the absence of
figures it is difficult to settle the issue definitively. But without a capital-
intensive technology that would raise returns to labour it is hard to see
why digging deeper should necessarily have been a more efficient use of
scarce labour than panning or shallow digging. On the contrary, deep
mining required breaking through hard rock, and greater problems of
darkness and enhanced risk of flooding. It is therefore not simply because
of labour supply constraints that the major study of gold mining in the
Akan region, by Raymond Dumett, emphasizes that deep mining was ‘the
exception and not the rule’ (his emphasis).®” For all three exports owner-
ship of production was widely if unevenly distributed.”® Research is par-
ticularly lacking regarding production of goods produced mainly for local
markets or domestic use. But it seems highly likely, from the physical
processes involved, that scale advantages were also minimal or absent in,
for example, snail collection or narrow-loom hand-weaving.

In cocoa cultivation, in West Africa and beyond, expert opinion
seems agreed that small farmers were at least as efficient as large.”! In this
context, Figure 4.1 must give pause for thought, because it is at least con-
sistent with the opposite view, that larger farms were able to obtain higher
unit output than smaller ones. Let us look more closely.

The graph displays figures for returns to labour on bearing cocoa
farms calculated from the findings of the 1956-57 survey of cocoa-growing
households in Asante.”? To be precise, these are returns to the potential
labour force, if we were to assume that all adults present could have worked
on the cocoa farms. Looking at the top curve, the return on hired labour
appears to be higher on the very smallest category of farm than on the
next. But that reflects the fact that on very small farms most of the work
was done by the farmer and perhaps his or her spouse and children, which
makes the apparent productivity of any hired workers on such farms look
more impressive than it really was. But the general shape of the hired labour
curve, and the uniform trend shown by the curves for more inclusive
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on bearing cocoa farms in Asante, 1956-57.73 1 ‘load’ = 60 pounds (27.2 kilograms).

categories of labour, is clear: the output/labourer ratio increased with scale.
There are three major possible explanations for this outcome.

The first hypothesis would be that there really were technical advan-
tages of scale in cocoa production. This, however, seems unlikely in that
we lack a strong explanation for how this can have been the case. The tasks
involved in harvesting and fermenting cocoa beans, for example, do not
appear to be the kind that would offer economies of scale. There was a
striking absence of expensive indivisible capital goods: no ploughs or
machinery, nothing more costly than cutlasses and fermenting trays. In
this respect the alterations to the production function of Ghanaian cocoa
in the 1950s, with a new variety plus widespread access to insecticide,
appear to have made little or no difference. In 1966 Tony Killick observed
that “The existence of economies of scale in cocoa farming is not
well documented’.”4 The bulk of the evidence, and the circumstantial rea-
soning, favours the view that in physical terms cocoa reproduced an estab-
lished characteristic of Asante rural production: constant returns to scale.

A second hypothesis would shift the focus from technique to insti-
tutions. There is an elegant argument in the comparative literature, for-
mulated by Amartya Sen and others, that in relatively poor agrarian
societies there is often an inverse relationship between farm size and
returns to land and capital.” In this view such relationships are the result
of imperfections in the factor markets, the result of which is that small and
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large farmers face different sets of factor prices. Land and capital are cheap
for large producers but very expensive for small ones, while with labour it
is the other way around. The small producer, with only a little land and
unable to acquire expensive equipment, may as well put in as many hours
as he can manage, even when the returns for the extra hours were meagre.
Taking all farms together, the result would be that returns to land and cap-
ital were higher on small farms than on large; while the opposite would be
true of returns on labour. This model, too, is compatible with Figure 4.1.
Indeed Teal, using much smaller samples, has suggested that it applies in
Ghanaian cocoa farming generally.”®

Unfortunately we cannot test the matter directly because the labour
data in the 195657 survey are not matched by corresponding figures for
the relationship between output and the scale of inputs of capital and of
land. But it seems unlikely that the hypothesis applies, because in two fun-
damental ways the circumstances were very different from those its
authors had in mind. First, land was generally available, easily and often
freely, to small as well as large farmers. Second, there were no ‘lumpy’ cap-
ital goods such as ploughs with ox teams which would have induced large
producers to invest capital in ways which would increase the returns on
labour. There was thus no reason for small farmers to substitute labour for
land, and no effective way for them to substitute labour for capital.

Dissatisfied with these two hypotheses, let me offer a third. This links
the life cycle of cocoa, as a tree crop, to what we know about the trends in
cocoa production, and indeed in demography, at the time the survey was
made. The proposition is that the relationship depicted in the charts is not
the result of scale economies in production, nor of dualistic factor mar-
kets, but rather reflects differences between farmers in the maturity of
their cocoa trees. That is, the farmers with the higher outputs tended to
have relatively little immature cocoa, hence their labour forces look highly
productive because they were working mostly on bearing farms. Conversely,
the farmers producing less were doing so, generally, not because their
farms were smaller, or would be smaller by the time their expansion was
complete, but because the bulk of their trees were still immature. So their
labour forces look less productive, not because they were working less effi-
ciently but because a higher proportion of their efforts were going into
making and weeding farms that had yet to come into bearing (or at least
into full bearing). This hypothesis, like the other two, fits the chart. Unlike
them, it is not contradicted by strong counter-arguments. Positively, it
matches the specifics of a period in which both current output and future
capacity were rising fast. The crop year 1956-57 saw Asante output up for
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the fourth year in succession, at a new record of 135,000 tonnes, while
in 1964-65 it peaked at over 312,000 tonnes.”” Meanwhile, of 17,911
households enumerated in the survey as owning cocoa, 38.2 per cent had
only bearing trees; 22.1 per cent had only new, non-bearing, trees; while
39.7 per cent had both.”® Significantly, the households who possessed only
young cocoa were smaller on average, at 5.2 people, than those with mature
cocoa (7.12 for those with only mature cocoa, 7.77 for those with both
young and bearing trees).”” In the context of the rapid population growth
described in Chapter 3, this suggests that many new households had recently
created their first cocoa farms. The immature cocoa, it seems, tended to
be owned by younger households. That their current output was corre-
spondingly smaller does not mean that their use of labour was less efficient.
Thus the proposition that there were no economies of scale in cocoa
production appears—after all—to hold for Asante, even at the very end of
the colonial period.

It is important to add that there is no evidence of significant net
diseconomies of scale, apart perhaps from supervision costs, either in
nineteenth-century production or in cocoa cultivation.®” So cocoa is a case
where the neoclassical assumption of constant returns to scale actually
seems to apply! This helps to explain the distribution of ownership of output
throughout the period: always very unequal, but without any clear tendency
towards concentration.

In the period from the end of the Atlantic slave trade to the internal
strife of the 1880s a sizeable private sector emerged in the production and
trading of marketables.®! T have suggested elsewhere that this sector is best
understood as consisting of a relatively small number of producers and
traders rich enough to be reckoned among the asikafoo, the wealthy, of
Asante society plus a mass of small-scale suppliers.®? In other words, the
distribution of income and wealth was wide but very unequal. For the
twentieth century there is overwhelming evidence that the distribution of
income among cocoa farmers was very unequal. This is apparent from
every cross-sectional survey that has ever been done, and from other
sources besides. But it has yet to be demonstrated that this represented
cumulative differentiation rather than simply persistent inequality.®

F. Implications

Throughout the period the volume of output was determined primarily by
the level of labour inputs. In a predominantly agricultural society land is
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literally the fundamental factor of production; but in this case, as often in
Sub-Saharan history, labour was the most important. The control of
labour was critical economically, socially and politically: in the struggles of
families and individuals to do more than survive, to achieve social recog-
nition and personal satisfaction; in the ambitions of chiefs to enhance the
wealth, power and fame of themselves and their stools. Even so, had the
vent-for-surplus theory applied there would have been relatively little for
students of the labour market to explain, because even the dramatic rise of
cocoa-farming would have been accounted for by the deployment of a
leisure reserve. But we saw in Chapter 3 that extra-subsistence output was
much larger in the pre-cocoa era than would be expected had there been
significant under-use of labour. The present chapter has taken the issue a
stage further by noting that cocoa output was to require more labour inputs
than the theory can comfortably accommodate. Despite consistent efforts
by farmers to economize its use in agriculture, often against the advice of
the colonial Department of Agriculture, the potential workforce seems to
have been fully engaged throughout the century and a half under review.

I have also emphasized, however, three important complications to
the main story of labour scarcity and engagement. One is the disparity
that existed in the nineteenth century between the extremely high oppor-
tunity cost of labour in the rains, where physical survival could depend on
the timely performance of tasks, and the relatively low opportunity cost of
dry season work: a gap that was essentially closed in the colonial period
by the adoption of cocoa cultivation. The second is the accumulation,
absolutely and relatively, of fixed capital in the economy: especially with
the coming of cocoa and mechanized transport. Therefore in the short
term, which meant several years in the case of cocoa farming, output was
a function not only of current labour inputs but also of the existing capi-
tal stock. Finally, throughout the period, there was the need for working
capital, perhaps on credit, to cover the time between the performance of
labour and the receipt of its reward.

This chapter has argued that scale advantages were absent in produc-
tion, both before and during the cocoa era. This makes it harder to explain
how extra-familial labour was obtained. Despite the physical abundance
of land shown in Chapter 3, economies of scale could have made wage
employment pay for both parties, because larger producers could offer oth-
ers the chance to earn more by accepting employment than the potential
labourers could make by working for themselves. Without scale economies
there was no reason for potential labourers to take employment unless they
were denied access to land by institutional means.






PART II

Social Relations of Production and Trade, 1807—1896:
Absent and Imperfect Factor Markets

The ultimate purpose of this part is to offer a systematic description of
the institutions within which users of labour, land and capital obtained
these resources, from the beginning of the end of the Atlantic slave
trade to the imposition of colonial rule. But in a contentious and, in
certain respects, under-researched subject a description can be estab-
lished only through analysis. The discussion will focus on the extent to
which, and the forms in which, markets operated. In the process we will
reconsider critically the significance of certain concepts in the literature
on the nineteenth century, such as sharecropping and cooperative work
groups. More generally, we need to assess how far the ending of the
Atlantic slave trade and the growth of the kola and rubber trades
strengthened the commercial element in the social relations of produc-
tion and trade. I will begin with the rules of ownership and control,
formal and informal, over the most abundant factor, land, and proceed
to discuss those that applied to the scarce resources of labour, capital
and credit.

We will see that the Asante state enforced private property rights,
notably those of slave-owners and creditors. Property rights create
incentive structures, but they also distribute power, giving rights over
resources to some and denying them to others. Underpinning the
extensive extra-subsistence activity of the Asante economy, as we have
seen already, was the state’s military and political actions, which secured
for Asantes the lion’s share of the more valuable natural resources of the

neighbourhood.






LAND TENURE, 1807-1896

There is a little-remarked dichotomy in the literature on precolonial or
‘traditional’ land tenure in Asante.! The colonial-era ethnography of
Rattray and Busia maintained that before colonial rule alienation of land,
though legally conceivable, had been rare in the case of mortgage and
‘unknown’ in the case of sale.? This would not surprise an economic his-
torian. In market terms the surplus of the potential commodity could be
seen as sufficient reason for the lack of exchange, without necessarily fol-
lowing Rattray and Busia in emphasizing religious constraints.> The post-
colonial historiography, however, has shown that actually a lot of land
alienation went on in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.* But while
Rattray greatly understated the frequency and scale of precolonial land
alienation, in his later work he identified a crucial distinction within the
Asante conception of land tenure which allows us to reconcile the buying
or selling of land with the absence of the conditions of scarcity of cultiva-
tion rights which would normally be necessary to account for the existence
of a market.

This pivotal distinction was between the land itself and its use or
occupation. A logical consequence of this was that property in crops, trees
and buildings was regarded as separate from property in the land on which
they stood.> Ownership was legally superior to use-right, in that it was the
landowning stool (chieftaincy) which had the right to allocate use-rights.
While holders of use-rights or property standing on the land were entitled
to mortgage or sell their holdings, this required the formal consent of the
landowner. Use-rights were always conditional upon continued recogni-
tion of the landowner as precisely that. The landowner had reversionary
rights if the user abandoned his or her property on the land or died without
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an heir.® Otherwise, the maxim afio mu ye dee, asase ye dhene des applied:
““the farm is my property, the land is the king’s”’, in Wilkss succinct ren-
dition. Rattray glossed it: * “The farm (meaning really the produce), or the
right to make use of the farm, is mine, but the land, i.e. the soil, is the
Chief’s””.” Let us consider property in the land itself (Section A) before
discussing use-rights and property on the land (Section B). The conclud-
ing section will summarize, and put this discussion of land rights within
Asante in the context of regional political economy.

>

A. Property in the Land Itself: A Pseudo-Market

Ownership of the land itself has often been described as corporate, vested
in a stool or lineage. It was considered to be exercised by the chief or lin-
eage head on behalf of the present, past and future members of the oman
or abusua. Therefore the interests of future as well as present members of
the polity and family were supposed to be taken into account whenever
alienation of the land was considered, and the permission of the ancestors
had to be given.® Hence, alienation was regarded as a last resort. It could
take the form of pledging (awowasi)® or sale (tramma). Even after a sale the
former owners could ask purchasers to let them buy the land back, paying
the original sum plus a premium. Rattray opined that “Without much
doubt public opinion and the influence of a chief would generally result
in the request being granted’.'

Last resort or no, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
there were many instances of the ownership of stool lands being trans-
ferred for money, or in settlement of monetary obligations.!! This was part
of the redistribution of land and subjects, largely orchestrated by the cen-
tral government, noted in Chapter 3. A very high proportion of these
transactions seem to have originated in the Asantehene’s authority to impose
fines on chiefs, often to the extent of extortion.'? Contrary to Rattray’s view,
whatever custom or ‘public opinion’ said, it was highly unlikely that most
of the alienations would have been reversed but for the unprecedentedly
weak military and political position of the central government at the end of
the civil war in 1888.!> With a gun not far from its head the new government
made restorations—without compensation.

According to Wilks, during the nineteenth century court fines also
induced land sales at lineage level. Swinging fines on individuals created
debts for which their lineages were responsible. Those lineages with land
near Kumasi, and to a lesser extent other towns, could and in many cases
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did solve their need for cash by selling land to ‘wealthy functionaries and
entrepreneurs in the towns’.!¥ Unless all these purchasers had been given
stools of some sort, the implication is that—despite Rattray’s insistence
that ‘individual ownership in land was literally unknown'>—an individual
without a stool could acquire land, through purchase or in settlement of a
debt. The land would belong to the individual during his or her lifetime. It
only became corporate property if the purchaser was a chief, or became one,
or when he died.!® Chiefs were not considered to have individual property.!”
Commoners were entitled to a life-interest in wealth they acquired for them-
selves, but upon their death, after deduction of inheritance tax, it became
lineage property.'®

We should note explicitly that there existed superior and inferior lev-
els of ownership of the land itself. This is not to be confused with caretak-
ing or tenancy, where a subordinate stool or village headman was assigned
the control of land on behalf of the landowner. What we may call inferior
ownership meant that a lineage owned its land subject to continued per-
formance of its members’ obligations as subjects, and acknowledgment of
the ultimate and reversionary claim of the village headman or stool which
had originally granted it the land. Where the land-granting stool had been
obliged to sell the land the inferior owner presumably had to recognise the
claims of the new superior owner. Land-owning stools extended ‘generous
encouragement’ to non-subjects (‘strangers’ in the Akan sense) to settle on
their lands.” At nominal cost—‘a small offering of rum to the spirits of
the landowners’ ancestors—they would be given land which they could
pass on to their heirs, again provided that they and their heirs continued
to recognise the reversionary title of the granting chief, and rendered him
the payments and services, including military service, expected of sub-
jects.”® Rattray believed that with the creation of the Asante state the
Asantehene came to exercise superior ownership over all lands in Asante,
even those of the amantuo: whose rights over their respective lands had
originally been as complete as the Asantehene’s over the Kumasi lands.?!
Busia strongly denied that the Asantehene had acquired such rights.?* It
seems most plausible that the Asantehene’s influence over the distribution
of land within the aman was not based on superior ownership® but rather
on the capacity of his court to inflict fines that induced mortgages or sales
of land and subjects. More generally, LaTorre noted that mere political
superordinancy did not in itself give a stool control over land sales by its
subordinate stools. In a 1924 court case the Asantehene’s okyeame (‘lin-
guist’ or spokesman) Kwasi Nuama ruled that [in customary law] the fact
that one of the Asantehene’s Kumasi sub-chiefs, the Adontenhene, was the
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political superior of certain smaller chiefs, did not entitle him to a voice in
their land sales.?*

In the context of a surplus of cultivable land, property in land as such
had little value for production and trade. The economic return on owner-
ship was fiscal rather than directly commercial: in the form of the token
payments described above plus certain rents on the exploitation of gold and
other natural wealth on the lands. We have already seen the example of
gold nuggets (beyond a certain size) being required to be sent to the
Asantehene’s treasury, which would return part of the value, in gold dust,
to be divided between the local chief and the finder.”> Economically, the
general point was made, albeit with some exaggeration, by K. Y. Daaku’s
informants in Adanse in 1969: ‘In the old days, the whole land lay
empty . . . The land was just there . . . if a chief owned land . . . it only
meant in effect that he had a larger supply of venison and nothing
more . . . land was not very valuable in the old days’.¢

The relative abundance of land gave immigrants wanting to settle
considerable bargaining power. In this context we must conclude that the
reason why rights of ownership of land as such were sought after was pri-
marily political, and to a lesser extent fiscal. If this was a market, it was not
in land as a factor of production—except to the limited extent that it was
about rights over access to minerals, wild animals and commercially valu-
able trees—but rather in sovereignty over subjects and ownership of land
as such. The ‘market” in such property was subject to such heavy political
manipulation that it is misleading to call it a market at all.?’

B. Land Use Rights and Property on the Land

By contrast, land use rights were of immense economic significance:
which is by no means to say that they all had commercial value. The pat-
tern of these rights reflected the variety of the productive resources that
Asante lands offered, encompassing means to keep body and soul together
and also means to make a fortune, together with the capacity of the state
to extract a share of such value.

Chiefdoms tended to restrict access to wealth-producing resources
such as gold deposits and kola trees, and/or to charge rent for exploiting
them. Whereas usually subjects or citizens of that chiefdom (omani) were
free to start looking for kola or rubber trees, or for gold, non-citizens (oman-
frani) had to obtain permission.?® Some stools had a policy of refusing it.”
More commonly, strangers had to pay a large share of their earnings to the
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landowning stool, usually one third or two thirds.?® In some places subjects
too had to pay,’! though often at a slightly lower rate such as (in the case of
rubber in western Asante) one half as opposed to the non-subjects” rate of
two-thirds.”* In Agogo (assuming that what was true in the 1910s also
applied in the nineteenth century, which in this case seems likely) both sub-
jects and non-subjects were free to collect snails, but had to pay a share to
the stool.?

In Asante generally, it seems that any subject of the landowning
stool, or any stranger with permission from the chief, could claim a kola
tree simply by clearing the bush around it.** In most parts of Asante the
same probably applied also to rubber trees that had been similarly ‘planted
by nature’, though an informant in Manso Nkwanta denied this.*> In
Asiwa, near Lake Bosomtwe, I was told that clearing land around a rubber
tree did indeed establish ownership of it.3¢

Hopkins has suggested that the decline of the Atlantic slave trade,
and especially the growth of ‘legitimate’ commerce, led to greater com-
mercialisation of land.?” For Asante, however, there is no indication that
new kinds or levels of royalties or rents were imposed on land or its nat-
ural products in response to the growth of export production of gold, kola
nuts and rubber during the century.?® The most likely explanation is that
the additional demand could be met by weeding around and harvesting
naturally-planted trees, without having to devote extensive—or perhaps
any—acreages to planting cash-crops.*

In a sense the rent charged by landowners, for the exploitation of
commercially-valuable minerals and trees found naturally on their lands,
was a form of sharecrop tenure.®’ To judge from Rattray’s account, it was
possible in law for this principle to be applied also to farming. He
described what he took to be a leasehold system under which ‘the grantee
held land from the grantor in return for a fixed annual payment in the
form of a proportion of the produce derived from the soil’.4!

However, in most of Asante at least, cultivation rights were virtually
a free good. Land-owning stools offered the right to grow food, literally
didi asaseso, ‘to eat on the soil’,*? without charging anything that could be
described as rent, to both subjects and non-subjects, providing that they
performed the duties of subjects. Given this, a farmer had the right to con-
tinued use of any plot which he or she, or his or her matrilineal ancestors,
had cleared from the bush.®® This applied to lineages establishing farming
rights on stool land, and to the individual establishing rights on land
belonging to his or her linealge.44 In general, in food farming as with clear-
ing around kola trees, the investment of personal labour created a sort of
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private property. As C. K. Meek observed in a broad West African context,
‘as in the case of land, so with trees, labour creates 1rights’.45

If access to land for food farming acquired a market value anywhere,
it must have been within marketing range of Kumasi and the other towns
of central Asante. Wilks and McCaskie have made tantalizingly brief state-
ments that sharecropping emerged around Kumasi, and (according to
Wilks) the likes of Mampon and Bekwai, by the early nineteenth century.
Publically available evidence for this is as yet elusive.® But Wilks is explicit
that he sees this case of sharecropping as ‘a form of landlord tenure’.*”
They see the growth of sharecropping as partly a response to a growth of
urban demand for food during the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies. Given that most foodstuffs would deteriorate rapidly in a tropical
preindustrial environment, and, more decisively, that transport depended
on headloading and that ‘laden carriers would seldom travel more than ten
miles [16 kilometres] a day in the forest’,* this market could be supplied
only from farmland within a narrow radius. Both authors emphasize what
they see as an intensification of farming, for example a shortening of
fallows.” Yet, as was shown in Chapter 3, it is doubtful that land was
scarce for the purpose of cultivation, even around Kumasi, until the cocoa
era. If a factor market in cultivation rights emerged, it seems much more
likely that the newly valuable resource was not soil fertility as such but the
profitable location which made it possible for producers to get significant
wealth from growing food, just as they might already do from mining
gold. Alternatively or additionally, this apparent development of share-
cropping in food production may have been a form not of tenancy but
rather of labour. This possibility will be discussed in the next chapter.

C. Conclusion

To summarise, sharecrop rents were levied in some of the cases of extrac-
tion of commercially valuable natural resources from stool lands. It seems
that this may also have been true of land devoted to commercial food
farming around the larger centers of population. Elsewhere, any charges
for cultivation rights were of only nominal economic value. They were
simply acknowledgments of the landowners’ superior claims. Thus, while
the demand for land as a political and fiscal asset led to a politically-
determined pseudo-market in ownership of the land itself, over most of
Asante the right to cultivate land was essentially a free good. This distinc-
tion was expressed in the legal separation of ownership of land itself from
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ownership of its products. I would prefer to say that a factor market in
land was ‘absent’ rather than ‘missing’, because in the economics literature
the latter adjective tends to carry the connotation that, if market forces
were only allowed to operate, such a market would exist. In this case, by
contrast, land as a productive resource was not scarce and only artificial
means could have created a market in access to it. The growth of export
demand for semi-cultivated products during the nineteenth century was
not enough to change this.

Finally, we should put this account of ‘internal’ land tenure in the
context of the regional distribution of natural resources. To recall points
made in Chapter 3, the gold dust and semi-cultivated produce that dom-
inated Asante’s nineteenth-century export menu were fruits of the forest
zone, secured by the military power of the Asante state to the exclusion of
the inhabitants of the savanna.



THE MOBILIZATION OF LABOLUR,
1807—1896

Contrary to the conceited assumption that the social organization of our
industrial societies is uniquely complex, it is arguable that the social orga-
nization of labour in—for example—nineteenth-century Asante was more
complicated still. This is epitomized by the difficulty of separating famil-
ial from extra-familial sources of labour, or non-market from market ones.
Slaves originated outside the family, indeed usually from outside the soci-
ety, but over successive generations their descendants were treated increas-
ingly as junior kin. Pawns were extra-familial workers to the master who
received them; but in serving as pawns these individuals were usually ful-
filling an obligation to their own matrikin, and the contract under which
they laboured was fundamentally one between matrilineages (this will be
detailed in Chapter 7). Again, the institutions of slavery and pawning had
major non-market features; yet there was a market in slaves and even in
pawns.

It seems clear that at any given moment throughout the period the
majority of able-bodied people were working for themselves or in conjugal
or kin-based units. To reflect this fundamental point the various forms of
such labour will be discussed in the first section, which will also consider
other forms of labour based on (at least proximately) non-market relation-
ships: including subjects’ work for chiefs. Yet it was the kinds of labour that
could be recruited through a market that offered the main opportunities to
principals (individuals, household heads, chiefs) to achieve economic and
demographic expansion. For this reason, as well as because of the compar-
ative density of the available evidence, I will go on to devote more space to
slave and pawn labour.

106
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A. Self and Social Obligation

Let us consider in turn self and family labour, which was organized to a
great extent on gender lines, and then cooperative labour groups and
corvée. The most immediate source of labour was oneself. Even slaves could
work for themselves if they had time left over from the owner’s require-
ments. Slaves, children, wives and husbands all had a measure of economic
autonomy: in particular, the right to keep the fruits of their independent
labours.! But children, pawns and slaves had first to fulfill their obligations
to their masters, mistresses and parents. More strikingly, there were crucial
differences even between free spouses in the amount of time each had avail-
able for independent work, and in the economic significance of that work.
Let us begin by considering the division of labour in food farming,.

Wives and husbands both contributed to foodcrop production. In
that sense nineteenth-century Asante is an example of how the term ‘female
farming system’ can over-simplify when applied as a generalisation to hoe-
based farming south of the Sahara.” Indeed, Allman and Tashjian put their
emphasis strongly on ‘mutual assistance’ between spouses.® It is crucial to
disaggregate by task and therefore by season. Rattray was told that men and
women were jointly responsible for clearing land and making food farms
(yams, plantain and ‘corn’ [maize] were specifically mentioned).* Other
sources, however, reveal differences. Men ‘clear the forest’, noted Coppin in
1884.% Reported oral testimonies from old people in the late twentieth cen-
tury are definite that land-clearance, at least in the sense of removing trees,
was specifically considered men’s work in the nineteenth century,® as well
as since. Women may well have done lighter clearing, while the subsequent
tasks, from planting to harvesting, were women’s work,” with the qualifica-
tion that men might contribute to harvesting because of its urgency.® Thus
men’s contributions were considered essential at the start of the process,
and might be important at the end. Overall, though, it was Coppin’s view
that women did ‘the greater part of the farming’.?

That women spent (and were socially obliged to spend) much more
time on food-cropping than men did is supported by the results of the
following simple quantitative exercise. We do not have direct evidence on
the time devoted to particular tasks in this period. But Wilks made a valu-
able set of estimates, inevitably based on more recent observations, about
the labour required for a family of ‘about five’ to grow enough staple foods
to feed itself given roughly the same kinds of tools, soils and climate that
prevailed in Asante in the preceding few centuries.!” Wilks envisaged that
farming was largely done by males.'! But if we relate the conclusions reached
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in the preceding paragraph to Wilks's data on the labour requirements of
individual tasks we find a different picture. In Wilks’s simulation land clear-
ance took less than 10 per cent of the total labour inputs of a three-year crop
cycle: 38 ‘man-days’ out of 399. If we assume that men were also responsi-
ble for fencing the field (there is no direct evidence of this, but it seems likely
on analogy with house-building, which was men’s work),'? the male contri-
bution totals 88 days: less than 30 per year. Even allowing that men may have
done some of the harvesting too (which is assumed to total 26 ‘man-days’
over three years), the implication is that women averaged over a hundred
‘man-days’ of food-farm labour per year.

The other tasks for which women were responsible were primarily
domestic: caring for children, cleaning (‘sweeping’ and ‘polishing floors’),
‘going for firewood, drawing water’,'® and preparing food. Rattray was
told that cooking was joint men’s and women’s work, but any impression
of parity must be dismissed. Even the most arduous task in Akan cooking
was ‘generally performed by females’, to judge from Freeman’s observations
at Fomena in Adanse.'* This was the making of fufu by pounding starch-
rich vegetables ‘with a large wooden pestle in a mortar. These mills are to
be heard going in almost every house, during certain hours of the day’.
One person would be ‘using the pestle, and the other keeping the food in
a lump, by plying it with her hands, that the pestle may act more effectu-
ally’.’® In contrast, men’s tasks outside food-farming, apart from the above-
mentioned house building, were specifically or potentially money-making
ones: long-distance trading, gold panning and mining, kola and rubber
collecting, weaving, metal working, woodcarving, umbrella making, hunting
and trapping animals, and palm wine tapping.'®

The implication is that women’s primary obligations concerned daily
reproduction in the broadest sense; whereas, except at peak labour periods
in the agricultural year, men were expected to devote their economic ener-
gies to extra-subsistence activity: specifically, to the acquisition of wealth.
This distinction was explicit in official ideology. At his annual Odwira
festival the Asantehene would speak the following words: ‘Life to this my
Ashanti people, Women who cultivate the farms, when they do so, grant
the food comes forth in abundance.’’” The Queen Mother of ‘B-’ in her
adae ceremony completed the statement of the proper economic roles of
men and women: ‘May the women bear children and men gain riches’.'®

This is not to say that women (slave or free) were completely excluded
from extra-subsistence, thereby potentially self-enriching, activity. It is likely
that in this period, as towards the end of the eighteenth century, excep-
tional women entered and succeeded in predominantly male activities such



Mobilization of Labour 109

as long-distance trade.'” But women’s opportunities generally were severely
constrained, especially by shortage of labour: lack of time of their own, and
lack of assistance in this area from their husbands.

As a result, they tended to dominate or even monopolize those extra-
subsistence pursuits which could most easily be combined with their prior
domestic obligations, notably spinning (which was specifically considered
women’s work),?” and production for, and trading in, local markets. Kokofu
women bought fish at Lake Bosomtwe and retailed it in Kumasi.?! ‘Selling
garden eggs’ was considered women’s work as apparently (the passage is not
entirely clear) was selling other foodstuffs: plantains, palm nuts and beans.*
At least in part, such local market activity could indeed be a means of ful-
filling those domestic obligations, contributing to the sustenance of the
family as well as to higher real incomes. For example, women traded food-
stuffs grown in Kokofu at the market about 6 kilometres away in Ahuren.
With the money they received they bought meat to cook at home.?

The extra-subsistence activities followed by many women tended to
be the less lucrative among these occupations: whether because they were
a default choice, or because of abundant supply—many women being
willing to enter them. Take pottery, for instance:

It is stated that in ancient times pots were invariably bartered in exchange for
food, and that they were never sold for gold dust or whatever was the cur-
rency of the time. This caused their manufacture to lie in the hands of the
women folk . . . ‘as it was not worth the while of the men to make them.

There is a qualification to this, but one that reinforces the general point.
One of Rattray’s informants distinguished between ‘plain pottery’, which
was women’s work, and more elaborate pottery, which was men’s.”> Only
men were allowed to make pots in human or animal forms.?

When women participated for their own gain in the more lucrative
activities, such as kola collection, they did so on a smaller scale than
men—which is not surprising given that they had much less time avail-
able for the purpose. Men cleared around kola trees, and thereby acquired
ownership of them. Whether partly because of this, or purely because of
their time constraint, in the Kintampo area (at least) women harvested the
first and third kola crops, which were minor, while men harvested the sec-
ond crop, which was known as the abiribara or plentiful one: ‘For then the
work was more profitable’.?’

Women and men gave some help in each other’s work. The ques-
tion of whether—or rather when—help from one spouse to another
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created a claim to ownership needs to be considered carefully. According
to Rattray, ‘Any outside assistance from the husband or her children,
especially if the rough clearing of the farm and heavy tree-felling had to
be done by them would make . . . [the] crops her husband’s’. He wrote
this in the context of ‘A woman might own crops, especially ground-
nuts [peanuts], which it was a woman’s especial work to cultivate’.?® In
practice—though not necessarily without dispute—if a woman planted
and tended a crop herself, it seems that she was accepted as its owner.?
Thus husbands had the responsibility to clear land on which their wives
would grow plantain and other staples. The men did not thereby acquire
ownership of the crops. Conversely, wives helped in cash-earning tasks
such as washing what the miners had dug up for gold*® and, less often,
long-distance trading. But in these it was generally men who took
the roles, which apparently entitled the performer to the prime share of
the fruits of the joint labour: going underground,® or leading and
defending the trading expedition.’” One of Rattray’s informants, appar-
ently in Mampon, told him that wives used to accompany husbands to
trade in the north and at the coast, ‘but all the profits she makes are the
husband’s’.>3

Besides help from spouses, married adults could expect contribu-
tions of labour from their children, including unmarried adults. Despite
the importance of the extended family in other aspects of Asante life, the
basic work unit was the conjugal family.** In a matrilineal society girls
would have helped their mothers whether the labour unit was conjugal
or lineage-based. What was significant in this context, therefore, was that
boys generally worked for their fathers rather than their mothers’ broth-
ers.” This explains why (in Rattray’s example above), when a woman’s
children—in this context, presumably sons—cleared land for her to plant,
the crop became their father’s property. In such a case their efforts counted
as an extension of his own. Similarly, according to Arhin, ‘prospective
grooms organized collective self-help (#70b0a) groups of age-mates for
work on the farms of prospective fathers-in-law and mothers-in-law, and
not on the farms of mother’s brothers’.3

For the colonial period there are a number of elders’ testimonies—
oral, and in one remarkable case, written—to the widespread use of the
nndboa system in the form of exchange of labour between neighbours, in
rotation, to tackle tasks too large to be handled in the time available by the
conjugal family alone.?” It is easy simply to assume that this was a traditional
institution. Yet, having surveyed the literature for Africa generally, Ken
Swindell has pointed out that ‘Co-operative labour may be a relatively
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recent phenomenon, or at least one which became more widespread and
important after the decline of domestic slavery and the development of
new cropping systems’.® Thus it may have been a response to an increase
in demand for, and a reduction in alternative sources of supply of, farm
labour. Further, Peter Geschiere has analysed the emergence of working
groups among Maka farmers in southeastern Cameroon. This was a response
to the labour demands of their adoption of cocoa (and later coffee) culti-
vation, especially from the 1950s. He emphasizes that wage labour was
‘not unfamiliar’ to the Maka, and that, conversely, “The Maka working
groups were certainly not “traditional”: although they exhibited some
traits also present in older forms of organization, they were based on new
ideas of collaboration . . . T have found only one piece of evidence of
neighbourly labour exchange in nineteenth-century Asante specifically.
This is another report by Arhin, based on oral testimony from Ahafo in
the mid-1960s, that in the pre-cocoa era ‘to harvest and split large collec-
tions of kola pods, the village had recourse to village nnobod *° However,
the term is in Rev. J. G. Christaller’s Dictionary of the Asante and Fante
Language of 1881, where it is given the general definition of ‘co-operation
in farming work’ without reference to any characteristic form of such
cooperation.®! Further evidence specific to Asante may yet be found. In
any case a paucity of references to #79boa in nineteenth-century written
sources does not necessarily mean that it did not exist as an institution
(rather than perhaps as an attribute of any joint farmwork) during the
period concerned, any more than does the silence in the colonial records
about 779boa in the twentieth century.??

Single example though it is, Arhin’s description of kola-harvesting by
nndboa provides a specific social form to the general notion mentioned
by Christaller. From this it seems likely that the rotating exchange of labour
between neighbours or fellow-villagers was a recognized institution in
nineteenth-century Asante; but it also seems probable, following Swindell’s
argument, that recourse to it was relatively infrequent because of the avail-
ability of slaves and pawns within households. A possible variation is that
masters lent their slaves” services to each other in rotation. This was to
happen during the cocoa era except that it involved wage-employees rather
than slaves.®> It is to be hoped that these hypotheses will be tested by
further research. It must be acknowledged that prospects are not particu-
larly bright. Oral sources, which help for the colonial period, are unlikely
to be reliable on a matter which does not enter formal oral tradition and
for a period now too distant to be within the memory of anyone still alive.
In such a context it is all too easy for replies to be generated in what one
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might call the suppository imperative tense (‘it must have beer’): that is,
to be mere backward projections, consciously or otherwise, of later prac-
tices or present preconceptions about the past.%

Chiefs enjoyed a form of corvée: the right to summon work parties of
their subjects. According to Rattray ‘agricultural’ services ‘(afum adwunmayo)
were rendered, by the lesser important persons, every man and woman
would work on the chief’s farm a few days each year’.> Similar parties could
be used, for example, to construct a building or maintain paths. The early
Wesleyan Methodist school chapels in Bekwai and in neighbouring
Denyase were built by order of the chief, apparently by his subjects gener-
ally,% though it is possible that it was just by his own servants. To expand
an observation introduced in Chapter 3, the inhabitants of villages along-
side the ‘Great Roads’ were responsible for their upkeep. They could be
fined for each ‘nuisance’ on the road; on the other hand, they might be paid
if the demands on their labour were especially great.’’ Travellers were
expected to help, by joining any group they came across clearing the way;
alternatively, part of the traveller’s ‘Cloth was torn off as toll’.*8 In at least
some areas chiefs used corvée in mining. It was recalled in an Adanse village
that (in the nineteenth century at least) the chief ‘could . . . summon the
people to dig up gold for him’.* Dumett has emphasized the importance
of corvée in gold-mining in the Akan states generally.”

The forms of labour described so far were all based upon social
obligation to the user. By their nature the size of such labour units could
only be comparatively small, in the case of the conjugal family, or
temporary, as with the corvée and, insofar as it operated in this period,
nndboa. Principals wanting labour on a larger scale needed to resort to
some sort of market. The rest of this section will consider the evidence
about whether hired labour existed and then examine in detail the use of
slaves, while human pawns will be discussed in Chapter 7 in the context
of credit.

B. Absence of Free Hired Labour

Rattray was ‘convinced’ that in Asante ‘the idea of work of any kind being
remunerated by a fixed wage was . . . unknown’, and that Asante Twi had
no words to express it until ‘a Fanti term was borrowed later’.>! He did not
define his periods with any precision. In 1881 two Asante princes resident
on the coast hired porters for long-distance trade.”? The only indications
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that wage labour may have existed within Asante itself before 1896 also
relate to long-distance porterage. Circumstantially, if wage labour developed
while slavery and pawning were flourishing one would expect it to be in
this sector, because its labour requirements were both large, given that
headloading was very labour-intensive, and temporary, which meant that
it could be cheaper to use contract wage labourers than to acquire per-
manent unfree ones. From the Dutch records René Baesjou noted an
instance, in 1859, when a merchant from Elmina called Eminsang, trad-
ing in Kumasi, hired porters from a Kumasi chief to bring him textiles
from the ‘English’ port of Anomabu. When the party reached Kumasi,
Eminsang claimed that part of his order was missing, and accordingly
‘refused to pay the porters’ wages’.”® It is not clear how the wages were
supposed to be divided between the porters and their master, as they pre-
sumably were. But what seems almost certain is that the chief supplied
porters from among his own servants, for a commission if not for the whole
wage bill. If so, this was not free labour but, rather, a secondary market in
the services of the slaves or other servants of the master concerned. We do
know that free commoners carried loads for state traders in the Salaga
trade before 1874. But this was in return, not for wages, but for the right
to share the state’s privileges of exemption from road tolls and first use of
this market when the trading season began: they carried trade goods of
their own on top of the state’s load of 2,000 nuts.>* They are best described
as traders paying a labour charge for entry to a closed market.

As part of his pioneering work on Asante long-distance trade, Arhin
reported that in the late nineteenth century rubber brokers operating in
Ahafo (and in neighbouring Sefwi and Gyaman, which were—at least for-
mally—British and French territory respectively) ‘employed’ indebted
men, mostly from Akyem rather than Asante, ‘to produce rubber which
they shared with their employer’.>> If so, this would be the closest the pre-
colonial Asante economy came to the employment of free wage labour,
and the only case of voluntary sharecrop labour (as opposed to sharecrop
tenancy) in Asante before the cocoa era. The sole source that Arhin cites
for this is a report by H. M. Hull, a British commissioner, on his tour in
Sefwi. Though Hull was writing sixteen months into the colonial period,
he made it clear that this large-scale seasonal migration from Akim was a
regular rather than a novel event,’® implying that it must have begun
before 1896, probably several years before. But on re-reading the docu-
ment, I can find no evidence that producers were ‘employed’ (in the sense
of hired) at all. Arhin may have been misled by the fact that Hull used the

ambiguous word ‘workers’. In the context, he seems to have done so in



114 Labour, Land and Capital in Ghana

order to distinguish producers from ‘traders’. Certainly he does not indi-
cate that they were employees:

it is quite an ordinary occurrence to find Akim towns where all the able-
bodied men are absent in this pursuit. Arrived at the site selected, they hire
a stretch of land for usually about 5 months. When the time is up they take
their produce to the Coast, sell it, buy goods and return to sell these and

get more rubber.”’

Further, while Hull did indeed indicate that the seasonal migrants had
debts to pay, the context in which he did so raises an alternative possibility.
He writes that ‘T have been pretty well all over Akim’ and proceeds to assert
that Akyem (Akim) ‘people’ [men?] ‘are not energetic, . . . prefer sitting to
standing, and doing nothing to work, although they are keen as petty
traders and of course collect large quantities of the Kola nut which abounds
in their forests.” He notes that ‘Gathering rubber is fairly hard work’. It was
in this context that he went on to say that “The Akims . .. are great
gamblers and are cursed with rapacious Chiefs, so . . . are continually
contracting heavy debts which occasionally must be worked off.”*® The
construction and content of Hull’s paragraph invite the suspicion that he
could not imagine Akyem men devoting themselves to months of sustained
labour many days’ walk from home if they had a choice. But can what he
admitted was merely an ‘occasional’ need really account for a regular sea-
sonal migration, moreover one in which it is quite normal to find Akyem
towns from which ‘z// the able-bodied men’ (my emphasis) are so engaged?
An explanation which fits much more comfortably with the evidence is
that this general migration was a response to a general opportunity to make
money, enabling some to get richer as well as permitting others to pay their
debtors. We will consider the significance of this seasonal immigration by
Akyem tappers in the next chapter. Meanwhile, in the absence of evidence
of debt-propelled sharecroppers, we can conclude that the evidence for the
existence of any form of hired labour by free people in the precolonial
Asante economy is almost non-existent.”

C. Sources of Slaves

In contrast, it is clear that slavery was a critical part of the nineteenth-
century Asante economy. In 1906, in a petition against the abolition of slav-
ery, the omanhene and elders of Adanse stated that ‘every town in this
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Ashanti consist[s] of three heads . . . I. The real town born, II. Captives and
marrying born from other places, and I1I. slave borns’.%* In this sub-section
we will see that slaves were occasionally produced from amongst the ‘real
town born’; but that captives were the major source of first-generation
slaves; and that those who reached Asante via purchase or as tribute from the
original captors originated mostly from savanna societies to the north.

Rattray described how a free-born Asante could become a slave, an
‘akoa pa or akoa tororo (a subject . . . in real servitude)’. This could be
either through capture in a civil war, or through sale by his or her kinsmen.
The latter could arise either out of exasperation, where an abusua member
repeatedly got himself, and by extension his lineage, into debt; or out of
desperation, when financial exigency drove the family to sell a member,
who might be ‘perfectly innocent’ of creating the debt.’!

In 1908 Nana Osei Mampon, the occupant of one of the major
Kumasi stools, Bantama, commented on the intention of one of his cap-
tives to return home, taking her children with her: ‘If Adjua Badu’s people
the Wassaws be allowed to take her and [her] children away, it will insti-
gate all other captives mostly forming the Ashanti towns, to leave for their
native lands, and this place will be lessened in population’.®? By ‘captives’
both he and the Adanse elders quoted earlier presumably meant not only
people seized by Asante armies but also those purchased from external
captors, and those sent to the Asantehene as part of the tribute from sub-
jugated foreign states. Those taken directly by Asante forces included
other Akans, such as (according to the Bantamahene) Adjua Badu.

Most of the captives sent in tribute, and probably all those obtained
from trade, came from the savanna to the north.% First-generation northern
slaves, the nnonkdfoo (singular, odonkd), were conspicuous in Asante society
both visually and linguistically. On their faces they had the ritual scars which
were then characteristic of people from their area of origin.** They tended to
speak little or very imperfect Twi, as Basel missionaries observed on both
sides of Asante’s southern border.%> In both respects they are an exception to
a classic problem with European eyewitness accounts of slavery in Africa,
namely that Europeans often had difficulty distinguishing slaves from other
junior ranks of society. However, there was no such means of distinguishing
their children, nor Akan slaves, from free Akan. Because of this contrast it is
likely that our sources understate the importance of Akan slaves, absolutely
and relatively. But there are firm indications from Asante sources as well as
foreign observers that the 7n70nkdfoo were far more numerous.*

The one large quantitative source on the origins of slaves in Asante
derives from 1837-42, when the Dutch had an army recruitment station
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in Kumasi buying captives for military service (after formal manumission)
in what is now Indonesia. Asantehene Kwaku Dua Panin had contracted to
supply 1,000 slaves within a year but in the event produced only 235 over
five years.®” However, the Dutch obtained 1,170 additional slaves from
individual Asantes. The head of the station, Jacob Huydecoper, an Elmina
man of mixed African-Dutch descent, recorded the birthplaces and names
of most of these additional ‘recruits’. Joseph LaTorre has provided a study
of this material.®® There is no reason to think that the origins of these men
purchased by the Dutch differed significantly from those of men bought
at the same time by Asantes. If the distribution of the geographical ori-
gins of female slaves in these years was the same as that of male slaves—
which seems probable—then we can assume that the pattern found in the
Huydecoper data apply to both genders. LaTorre reports that he was able
to identify the geographical/ethnic origins of 605 individuals. Only one
was Asante. There were three other Akans, all Brons; and only one Ewe.
The majority of those identified, 59.2 per cent (358), were Mossi and 7.9
per cent (48) Gurma, both from what is now Burkina Faso. More than a
fifth (23.5 per cent: 142) were from what is now northern Ghana, among
which the largest contingents were Dagomba (10.7 per cent: 65) and
‘Grunshi’ (6 per cent: 36). The latter is a traditional label for members of
a variety of politically decentralised societies in northwestern Ghana and
across what is now the Burkina Faso border.

I have three comments to add to LaTorre’s analysis. First, it seems geo-
graphically, politically and economically likely that most of 46 of the
remaining 53 identified individuals were brought to Salaga by Hausa cara-
vans from the Sokoto Caliphate.®” Second, the geographical sources of new
slaves varied greatly according to whether and, if so, who Asante was fight-
ing in a particular period. In certain other years of the nineteenth century
Ewes or southern Akans would have been likely to figure among any large
set of captives. In 1817, for example, after many years of Asante campaigns
on the coast, Bowdich’s companion Hutchinson found himself petitioned
by Fante slaves (‘commonly very old, and of the female sex’) wanting to
return to the coast from whence they had been taken by Asante armies.”
Again, the 1869 invasion of Eweland furnished Asante with large numbers
of captives.”! Third, LaTorre remarked that the Dutch data conflict with a
‘general impression’ given by other sources, namely, ‘that the “Grunshi” were
the prime source of Asante slaves’.”* The proposition that ‘Grunshi’ were the
most numerous among the captives fits, for example, a somewhat later (mid-
1850s) claim that the great majority of slaves imported into Asante were
non-Muslims captured and sold by Muslims.”*> Again, according to Johnson
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‘Most of the slaves passing through Salaga were described as “Grunshi
Her sources mostly related to the period during which Salaga was closed to
Asante traders, after 1874. But her observation is relevant because many of
the slaves would have reached Asante indirectly, mainly via the markets at
Kintampo and Atebubu.”* The crucial point is that the main source of slaves
imported by Asante in the nineteenth century was the savanna societies to
its north, on both sides of what is now the Ghana/Burkina Faso frontier. In
1970 the geographer Kwasi Boaten observed that “The many domestic slaves
[sic] found in practically all the Asante homes attest to the extent and pop-
ularity of the slave trade with the north’.”>

D. Institutions of Incorporation: The Family
and the Chief's Household

Over successive generations people of slave descent faced diminishing
degrees of subordination. Let us now examine the institutional means by
which captives were socially and spatially absorbed into the Asante econ-
omy. The first generation of colonial administrators of Asante emphasized
that even 770nk9f00 had been integrated promptly into their masters’ fam-
ilies. In the words of C. H. Armitage, Commissioner for the Southern
District of Ashanti, “These natives on entering their “master’s” house
immediately become one of the family and usually adopt the family name.
They work in the interests of the family and share in it’s [sic] success and
prosperity’.”® Bowdich referred to ‘the middling orders’ as slave-owners.””
Despite the secrecy that continues to inhibit the identification of individ-
uals of slave descent, it seems that most commoner matrilineages owned
some slaves by the time the slave trade was ended in the later 1890s.7®
An odonkd could marry a free Asante. Such unions much more com-
monly involved slave women rather than men. Bowdich noted in 1817 that
‘very few of the slaves’ had wives.”” A favoured slave could be an exception,
as in the case of ‘old Ageana’, an official who became known to the Basel
missionaries imprisoned by the Asantes in 1869: ‘Himself a slave of Adu
Bofo, [commander of the Asante army] he, in his turn, owned numerous
slaves, and a great collection of wives.®® Rattray thought it possible that the
only male slaves allowed to marry were the Asante ones.®! Decades later,
Wilks was told by Asante informants that ‘ “in the old days”” . . . ‘a male
slave might often become the third, fourth or even fifth husband of a (by
then elderly) free woman’.8? It is possible to document rare exceptions: of
slave men marrying young free women. The Fortes papers from the Ashanti
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Social Survey include an account of the story of a male ‘slave bought from
one of the traders during the Wassaw War’ and settled at the village of Akyina
in Kumasi district. His ‘masters’ were so pleased with his work ‘that they
decided to marry a girl for him’, the girl evidently being a ‘free’ Asante
subject.®? This slave-groom, as a Wassa, was himself Akan.

More remarkably, the Basel Mission records contain a case, indeed far
removed from the Asantehene’s court, of an Asante woman marrying an
odonks.®* This evidently took place in south Asante, probably in the 1880s
or early 1890s. Kwadwo Donko, ‘a slave from his boyhood” married ‘a cer-
tain woman of the same village where he lived [who] offered herself to him’.
The woman (who is not named in the source) had herself been pawned as
a small girl’. Donko, who had become ‘a fetishman by profession’, had to
redeem her from her master, to which end (according to his own testimony,
apparently) he had to borrow at high interest. In the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury Cruickshank had reported for a neighbouring Akan society, the Fante,
that it was thought ‘derogatory for the daughters of the land to intermarry’
with foreign slaves.®> Perhaps this case is the exception to Rattray’s rule that
‘proves’ Cruickshank’s, in the sense that the indigenous Asante subject was
herself not free at the time she sought marriage and may well have regarded
herself as, unfortunately, an unlikely choice for a more socially eligible suitor.
The fact that the place where they were living—to which her master had
taken her—was ‘remote’ could have reinforced her predicament. We can
only speculate about whether the social circumstances of the marriage con-
tributed to its tragic ending. Though ‘they lived together for a considerable
length of time’ he eventually murdered her. For this he was executed in
1906.8¢ The possibly significant point for our purposes is that, according
(presumably) to his own account, what led him to murder was not only that
her behaviour had become ‘disobedient, peevish & always quarrelsome’, and
then adulterous, and that she appropriated the food crops he had grown, but
the fact that the headmen, elders and the villagers as a whole sided with her
entirely. Eventually, ‘as nobody of the village cares [sic] to speak in his favour
concerning the matter, & the behaviour of the wife [was] still unbearable,
the husband at last got very annoyed & made up his mind to put an end to
the case by murdering the wife’. If his story is true, was the total lack of
sympathy he received from the free population entirely because of his indi-
vidual behaviour or was it partly because he was a foreign-born slave with
the temerity to marry a young Asante woman?

In terms of matrilineal principle any children from such a union
would have been free®” and full members of their mother’s @busua. The
children of a slave mother and a free father would found a cadet branch
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of the father’s lineage, whose unorthodox relationship to the matrilineal
system would be concealed by a powerful legal prohibition on revealing
anyone’s social origins.®® A rare glimpse of this practice, via its legacy, was
offered in 1945-46. Then the Ashanti Social Survey asked 592 married
women in the town of Agogo in Asante-Akyem to which matriclans they
and their husbands belonged. In an exogamous system, as this was, one
would expect that all spouses would be from different clans. In fact nearly
eight per cent (46) of the women

stated that their husbands were of the same clans as themselves. A check of
the information suggested that some of them had given wrong information,
but the majority were women of slave descent or belonging to attached
lineages not of the authentic line of descent of their husband’s lineages.
Several such attached lineages are found at Agogo, associated especially
with the two largest and politically most powerful lineages . . . The rule of
clan exogamy is thus still strictly observed. . . .%

During the reign of Asantehene Mensa Bonsu (1874-83) the Omanhene
of Kokofu, Osei Yaw, was destooled by the elders for being fond of
disclosing the origin of his subjects (i.e. reproaching them with their slave
ancestry)”.”’ An 0donkd was a legal person, able to swear an oath [and thereby
bring a case] and recognised as a competent witness. A slave could also own
property, including another slave, and (at least residually) might inherit
from the master.”!

The family was not the only institutional framework for the
incorporation of foreign slaves and their descendants into Asante soci-
ety. Low concentrations of slaves could be absorbed in this way. But
large concentrations, such as were acquired by major chiefs, needed to
be organized and controlled within a larger social unit. Chiefs dealt
with this problem primarily through the institution of the royal house-
hold, the gyaase. Large numbers of new slaves seem to have been sent
to join its members, the gyaasefos.”? As Rattray reported for the chief-
dom of Kumawu, slaves ‘were given land and their descendants formed
whole villages’.”> We may assume that by the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, and indeed well before, the majority of gyaasefoo were not nnonkasfod
but rather were descended from them, in whole or in part. Rattray
noted for Kumawu that the villages of slaves and their descendants
‘could be sold en bloc, when the inhabitants became the subjects of the
purchaser’.%*

The gyaasefod constituted a stool labour force who not only fulfilled
domestic and ceremonial duties but also discharged the state’s direct
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involvement in production and trade. Rattray stated ‘there is little doubt
that the Gyasefo were in olden times recruited from the slave class’.”” The
chief and elders of Adanse implied as much when they complained, in
1906, that if slavery was abolished ‘what could the Kings, Chiefs and
Headmen’ do, for ‘all our drums, blowing horns swords [sword-carrying],
elephant tails Basket carrying and farming works are done by these’
[s2¢].”® In Kumawu ‘Slaves purchased at Salaga become hammock-carriers,
or if females, floor-polishers or washerwomen’.”” The domestic role of
slaves and their descendants within chiefs’ establishments is exemplified
in remarks made by the queen mother of Agogo in an interview in 1946.
She said her house-maids ‘were descendants of slaves and hostages taken
in the Ashanti wars. The custom, [sic] has been, for each slave to send a
daughter to serve the Queen Mother.?® The gyaase was formally sub-
divided into groups responsible for specific functions in the chiefdom,
from cooks to executioners. The hornblowers were also the stool’s traders,
the batafos. The gyaasefoo contributed directly to the stool’s supply of
marketable commodities. In Kumawu, for example, whereas the chief
claimed only a portion of war captives and kola nuts obtained by his
other subjects (one third in the case of kola, for instance), his were all the
captives taken and kola collected by the gyaasefoo.”” One of the prime
functions of the gyaasefoo, as a later Gyaasehene of Bekwai testified, was
to farm for the palace.!® It was presumably as a result of their efforts that
Bowdich could write that “The chiefs are fed bountifully by the labours
of their slaves’.’®! The missionary Coppin, keeping a diary of his journey
to Kumasi in 1884, described the village of Adumasa (a few miles from
the capital) as having ‘about 50 people the slaves of a chief in Afeyiasi
[Feyase] which we passed through a little while before. They work the
plantations.’’*?

A feature of the social—and spatial—absorption of large con-
centrations of slaves, and also of their economic deployment, was the
dispatch of newly-imported slaves ‘to create plantations in the more
remote and stubborn tracts’.!®® Bowdich was referring specifically to
the years following British withdrawal from the Atlantic slave trade in
1808, but a Basel missionary and his party came across what appears to
be evidence of the continuation of this practice much later. Travelling
in Asante-Akyem during 1884, the group ‘marched from Kumawu to
Agogo in one day, passing only small hamlets, and hunters’ houses. In
the second part of the march apparently most of the inhabitants of such

settlements turned out not to be able to speak twi [sic], being “donkos”
[nnonksfos]’. 104
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It may useful to suggest that there may be a link between the estab-
lishment of slave settlements and Wilks and McCaskie’s account of share-
croppers, comprising both slaves and free subjects, producing food for
urban markets. In view of the present lack of published evidence on this
it may be suggested that in the case of the slaves sharecropping was a labour
rather than, as Wilks suggests, a tenancy arrangement. Sharecropping is
plausible as a device by which slaveowners could organize their workforces
to produce food for the market despite supervision problems.' We may
assume that masters sought to maximize the crop produced for them by
the slaves. This entailed motivating the slave, whether partly by carrot or
entirely by stick, to maximize his or her output; and securing as large as
possible a proportion of the crop above what was necessary for the slave’s
own consumption. The problem was that close supervision of farm produc-
tion would have been difficult in what was still a fairly lightly-populated
region. In this context it may have been enlightened self-interest for slave-
owners to allow slaves to keep what Wilks suggests was ‘a nominal third
(abusa) of the produce’.!*® Bowdich’s observation, quoted above, that newly
arrived captives were sent to farm the more distant and difficult lands,
concluded that ‘their labour was first to produce a proportionate supply
to the household of their Chief, and afterwards an existence for them-
selves’.!” This may have meant a formal share of the harvest. Masters
would thereby have put a ceiling on their exploitation of the slaves and
given the latter an incentive to maximise their output.'”® By making that
ceiling high the owners retained the lion’s share of the surplus. In practice,
given the difficulties of preventing slaves from concealing part of their har-
vest, it is likely that slaves managed to get more than that in total. In short,
a sharecropping arrangement may have been a compromise between the
slaveowners’ desire to get as much out of their slaves as possible, and the
slaves’ capacity deliberately to limit their labour inputs as well as to con-
ceal part of their output. Where sharecropping slaves were settled near
urban markets they would produce foodcrops; further afield their ‘surplus’
would presumably be in a commodity such as gold or kola (especially as
most of the kola trees were relatively distant from Kumasi).!? It is inter-
esting to note that Bowdich implied that even slaves, along with the free
poor, needed to sell produce on the market in order to secure ‘an existence
for themselves’, having first supplied their chief’s household. When
describing their vulnerability to being plundered by state officials, in the
context of the 1817 proclamation of a ban on such abuses, he stated that
the pilfering took place ‘either in their distant plantations or on their arrival
at the markets (my emphasis).''°
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E. Supply and Demand for Slaves

In the aftermath of British withdrawal from slave-buying the inflow of
captives appears, not surprisingly, to have exceeded Asante’s internal
demand. When Bowdich visited in 1817 he heard that few slaves were
being bought. As a result, ‘so full were the markets of the interior’, prices
were extremely low.!!! In the early 1820s the government sought to reduce
the numbers of slaves it received in tribute and replace them with other
forms of wealth. Yet this policy was not—perhaps could not be—sus-
tained. Asante’s requirements for human tribute stabilized at relatively
high levels. Part of this was because of the tributaries’ resistance or inabil-
ity to switch to alternatives: those provinces which could pay in gold or
livestock were already doing so.!'? But part of it is attributable to rising
demand for slaves within Asante. Despite the availability of tribute and
direct capture (war or raiding) as sources of supply,''® in the middle decades
of the century Asantes appear to have been very active as purchasers of
captives. Huydecoper reported that he was in competition with substan-
tial demand from inside Asante. This, according to LaTorre’s study of his
correspondence, obliged him ‘to be conciliatory with those who offered
slaves to him, for fear that they would sell their slaves elsewhere if not sat-
isfied with his terms.’!'* His successor, H. S. Pel, observed of the Asantes
in 1842 that ‘ “the greatest part of their slaves are purchased in various
markets in the interior”’.!"> Relying apparently on other sources, the
author of an early secondary-source description of Asante published a sim-
ilar statement in 1857. For all the war prisoners they took themselves,
wrote Rev. J. Leighton Wilson, ‘much the greater proportion’ of slaves
owned by Asantes were ‘sold” to them after capture in ‘the interior’.!® To
judge from the fragmentary figures available, which are collected in an
appendix to this chapter, slave prices in Asante revived from ¢.1820 to
c.1840. Part of this is attributable to re-export demand mainly from the
Fante states, fuelled by the take-off of palm oil exports there. The Dutch
recruitment-buying mission also contributed, temporarily and modestly.
But the price revival is also further evidence of increased market demand
for slaves within Asante.

With the available technology, as we saw in chapter 4, both gold and
kola production were highly labour-intensive. Much of this work was
done by free people operating within the conjugal family unit, by pawned
Asantes, by corvée labour for chiefs, by slaves imported before 1807, and
by descendants of such slaves.!'” But it is a reasonable assumption that the
growth of net imports of slaves contributed to the expansion of gold and
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kola output from about the 1820s to about the late 1860s. That is to say,
much of the increased labour was supplied by slaves who were retained
within Asante when previously they would have been re-exported.

A general feature of the period between the British invasions,
1874-96, was an apparent increase in the numbers of slaves running away
from their masters, combined with the continued and, in the early 1890s,
intensified import of northern slaves. Some slaves fled Asante for the Gold
Coast to take advantage of the British emancipation ordinance.!'® It may
have been partly to reduce the incentive to escape that the Asante govern-
ment announced in 1876 that in future funerary killings should be
restricted to convicted murderers. That the risk of oblation was an effective
motive for escape is consistent with a remarkable source. This is a potted
autobiography by a man baptised in the Gold Coast by the Basel Mission
as Mose (Moses), who had earlier been an a4on/5 in Asante under the name
Musa Dagarti.'"? He fled from slavery, apparently before 1876, shortly after
his owner had threatened that ‘ “As soon as a human sacrifice comes again,
I will exchange you (for a slave condemned to death).”” His master
unwisely sent him to buy salt outside Asante, to the south in Akyem. He
was presumably escorted, as part of a larger expedition, but he managed to
stay there rather than return to Asante.'”® However, it seems clear that both
before and after 1876 most slaves remained with their masters.

The import of new nnonkdfod continued, despite the reduction in
tributes consequent upon the diminution of Asante’s empire. Indeed, the
flow appears to have increased in the early 1890s, when the northern slave
markets were flooded with supply from the Almani Samori Ture. Though
it was as late as 1895 that Samori Ture’s forces established themselves in
the northern hinterland of Asante,'?! informants place such emphasis
upon him as a source of Asante slave imports'?* that one must assume that
for several years beforehand people captured by his army had been reach-
ing markets attended by Asante slave-buyers.

Though outpaced by supply it is very likely that the demand had
also risen after the civil war, as Asantes sought to offset war casualties, and
the victorious chiefs tried to populate the lands abandoned by the many
of their enemies who had taken refuge in British territory. These chiefs
found at least a partial solution outside the market. War captives were
resettled in their captors’ lands, in continuation at an intra-Asante level of
the long-established policy towards people captured in Asante’s external
wars. For example, Kokofus captured by Dormaa forces were settled on
Dormaa lands at the village of Kwameasua, and they (or at least their
descendants) were treated as Dormaa subjects.'*
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There was also great demand for captives from private entrepreneurs
engaged, in particular, in the kola business or the booming rubber trade.
This had to be met largely through the market. A detailed example is pro-
vided by an archival record of statements made by about twenty Asante
and Fante rubber traders and producers from British territory who were
operating in the forests of eastern Cote d’Ivoire in 1897. The documenta-
tion is the result of their misfortune; their having been dispossessed dur-
ing a local conflict which became a diplomatic incident between Britain
and France.'?* They included Kwamin (Kwame) Diaba, from Adubease in
Adanse, who based his rubber business in the Dormaa area, apparently on
what became French territory. The local chief allowed him land on which
he established ‘a village and farms’. Besides his wife and children he
claimed that he had had ‘about 40 servants’ there.!* Arhin notes that ‘ser-
vants was a euphemism for slaves in the context of the British prohibition
of slavery on the Gold Coast'?® and, one may add, of fear among Asante
owners that this would be extended to Asante. From fieldwork in 1970
Arhin learned of a trader from Dormaa itself who was said to have had
about 170 slaves ‘during the Samori wars’.'”” As Arhin has commented,
the fortunes of individual markets—Atebubu, Kete Krachi, Kintampo
and Wenchi—‘waxed and waned with the supply of slaves’, waning finally
when British forces drove Samori Ture’s caravans away.!?8

It is important to emphasize that the nineteenth-century trade in
slaves operated widely within Asante society and deeply within the forest
heartland of the country. An aspect of this is that physical marketplaces for
slaves were far from being confined to the frontiers of the state. On the
contrary, there was a wholesale trade in slaves supplying local markets.
Informants in Adubease in the 1960s stated that slaves had been sold in
the old market there.'® LaTorre reported from fieldwork in 1975 that ‘in
southern Asante, Ankase is remembered as a place where one could go to
buy slaves, if the trip to Salaga was considered too far’.!*® The reference to
Salaga implies that this was before 1874, since it was then that Salaga
broke loose of Asante dominance. At some point during the next seven
years the Asante government created a replacement major kola market at
Kintampo.'?! In northeastern Asante ‘Slaves were sold at Asokore’, in what
was evidently a regular market.!??

Finally, in this section, it should be made explicit that the market in
slaves was precisely that. The most comprehensive tabulation so far of
recorded observations of slave prices during the period is presented as an
appendix to this chapter. It demonstrates vividly that prices were differenti-
ated according to the age and other characteristics of the slaves, and varied
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over time. The evidence does not establish a clear long-term trend.'?® But it
shows movements in prices paid by Asante buyers, within Asante and in the
savanna markets from whence came Asante’s main supplies, which can be
readily attributed to specific shifts in the balance between supply and
demand. For example, prices were very low in the two periods of well-
documented over-supply: the immediate aftermath of the collapse of British
demand for slaves, and the Samorian episode of the earlier 1890s (though in
1895-96 prices may have risen at the prospect of colonial invasion leading
to suppression of future opportunities to buy slaves).’** Conversely, in the
early 1840s, when competition for slaves was more intense and supplies less
abundant, prices were much higher. To come to Cournot’s classic definition
of a market, it also seems clear that the ‘law of one price’ operated.'® While
prices fluctuated over time and varied at any one time between slaves with
different attributes, at any given time there appears to have been a going rate
for slaves perceived as having similar characteristics, as was exemplified by
Huydecoper’s lack of room for manoeuvre. In this context it is significant
that (as noted earlier) state traders enjoyed the privilege of first access to the
Salaga market when the trading season began, to enable them to take advan-
tage of the probable early-season peak in kola prices. This ‘imperfection’ is
most plausibly seen not as compromising the market nature of the kola-slave
trade, but rather as a rent-seeking response to the very fact that it was a gen-
uine market, in which competition created a price-equalizing tendency.

F. Slavery and the Labour Force

Despite the assimilative dynamic of the Asante institution of slavery, the
latter term was no misnomer. Not only were slaves frequently (even usu-
ally, at least in the 1840s and 1890s) acquired by purchase, they could also
be resold (or sold for the first time, if acquired other than by purchase).
This was not a mere hypothetical possibility. Though Huydecoper
believed slaveowners were very reluctant to re-sell, precisely such re-sales
(motivated by the need to pay court fees or fines) were the ‘best’ source of
the 1,070 slaves that he bought from private sources (i.e. other than from
the Asantehene).!®®* Musa Dagarti’s testimony confirms that re-sale was an
option in the minds of slaveowners.'?” Conversely, slaves™ rights could be
highly contingent. Owners were not allowed to appropriate possessions
that slaves acquired for themselves but, according to Rattray, ‘An Ashanti
proverb sums up the situation . . . thus: “A slave may eat to repletion while
his master remains hungry, but what the slave has is, after all, only wind
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in his stomach”’.1¥® Slavery in Asante had specific characteristics; but
there is no reason to dispute the applicability of the general definition of
slavery as ownership of one person by another.

Very large numbers of people of slave or slave-descent were available
for work. Maier has suggested 6,500 as a rough approximation of the aver-
age number of new slaves imported per year, including Akans.'* Her cal-
culation represents only captives given in tribute or taken by Asante forces
themselves, and thus presumably should be regarded as applying to the
era of empire before 1874. If we follow Pel and Wilson (quoted above), the
estimate for the total of newly imported slaves should be more than doubled
for the 1840s and 1850s, once slaves bought in the markets are included.!%
Rather than offer even more speculative numbers for other years, let us draw
the implication that matters for the present discussion. Every year the num-
bers of first-generation slave labourers was diminished by death, injury and
illness. Accordingly it is impossible to make a serious quantification of the
cumulative effect of slave imports on the size of the labour force in Asante.
For what it is worth, the Basel missionary Kiihne was reported by a British
journalist as saying in 1874, after his four years as a prisoner of the Asante
state, that ‘“the population appears to consist in about equal parts of
Ashantees and slaves”’."*! This seems remarkably high, not least given the
risk that such a ratio could pose to the security of masters and the state.
What is clear, and crucial when discussing the labour market, is that at any
one time masters as a whole relied on slaves forcibly imported within the last
year or two for several per cent of their labour forces.

Opverall, gender and the conjugal family provided the major lines on
which the non-market labour force of nineteenth-century Asante was
organized. Meanwhile the labour market was exclusively in slaves and
pawns. Quantitatively, by far the biggest change in the Asante labour mar-
ket between 1807 and 1896 seems to have been a major expansion in the
net importation of slaves: by chiefs and commoners alike. Pawns were
another major source of labour, and pawning was a significant component
of the labour market. Pawns worked in farming,'*? trading,'*® gold min-
ing and kola harvesting.!** But pawnship was also a credit institution and
we will consider it under that heading.

G. Conclusion

Non-market mechanisms, especially coercive ones, were widespread and
important in the supply of labour—and we will see in the next chapter
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that this was also true of the other scarce factor, capital. The economic dis-
tinction between subsistence or, broadly, reproductive activities and extra-
subsistence, potentially enriching ones was to a large extent institutionalized
on gender lines by a division of labour which concentrated responsibility
for the former in female hands while giving men the obligation and
opportunity to focus their energies on the latter.

The chapter has also considered the sparse evidence about co-operative
work groups and sharecropping in agriculture, and suggested that both
should be seen in the context of the widespread use of slave labour. That
is, such work groups were probably rare because of the widespread avail-
ability of slaves and pawns, while share terms were used to overcome
information-asymmetry problems by giving slaves a positive incentive to
work in the absence of effective supervision. During the early nineteenth
century the combination of the closing of the Atlantic export market for
slaves and the expansion of export demand for kola nuts led to a reorien-
tation of the export sector of the economy from the re-export of captives
to production of exportable goods within the country. This in turn seems
to have led to a major increase in the permanent importation of slaves.
The importance of slavery within the economy was undiminished by the
time of the British occupation. On the contrary, the flow of imports had
recently intensified. By contrast we have seen that the apparent evidence
of an emergence, before the colonial takeover, of a modest amount of free
labour in rubber tapping and perhaps porterage turns out to be a mirage.



APPENDIX

NINETEENTH-CENTURY SLAVE PRICES

The following table offers the most comprehensive assembly so far of the
quantitative observations on slave prices within Asante, and in the markets
just north of the forest zone in which Asantes purchased slaves. For most of
the century this primarily meant Salaga. But in 1874 Asante permanently
lost control of the town and Asante traders were excluded from its market.
During the remaining 22 years before the colonial occupation Asantes
instead bought slaves in Kintampo or Atebubu. Even for these years, though,
Salaga prices are a pertinent guide to the prices paid by Asante buyers because
the same Hausa caravans would visit both Salaga and the markets still
attended by Asante traders, to buy kola from them as well as sell them slaves.!

The table was inspired by eatlier ones constructed by Joseph LaTorre
and Emmanuel Terray.” I began by checking, as far as I could, those of
their figures that fall within the scope of this study; and supplemented
them with such further observations as I was able to obtain.’ In interpret-
ing the numbers it is important to bear in mind the nature of the indi-
vidual observations. It will be seen that the captives concerned spanned
different ages, both sexes, and were not always sold in open market places.
So the context of each observation is indicated in the table.

I have followed LaTorre in converting the values given in the origi-
nal sources into the standard Asante gold weights, using the same conver-
sion rates. This method has two advantages. First, the Asante gold weight
system was the way in which Asantes themselves calculated prices within
their economy. Second, the value of gold was relatively stable against
European currencies over the period, and also over space. In contrast, the
value of the obvious alternative currency, cowrie shells, varied greatly with
distance from the coast and depreciated during the nineteenth century.*
At Salaga the cowrie lost more than half its 1820 value by the 1870s.
However, a rate of 1,000 cowries to the British shilling and German mark
then endured until after 1889, the date of the final cowrie-denominated
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report of slave prices at Salaga.® I have omitted one set of cowrie prices for
slaves at Salaga, because they are undated—but they fall within the range
of prices in the table.”

The most widely available commodity measure is the price of kola
nuts. In several instances the table gives kola values for slaves. This helps us
towards a sense of the real, as opposed to nominal, price of slaves. But it
should be cautioned that kola prices varied drastically according to season:
‘A load of kola costs, according to the time of year[,] 6-20 shillings’.® The
unit in which kola nuts were measured was the head ‘load’ (which Bowdich,
quoted below, calls a ‘basket’). This comprised 2,000-2,500 nuts, weigh-
ing—according to a colonial survey—about 80 lbs (nearly 40 kg).’

The values in the table are given both in British pounds (£1 = 20
shillings and, first, in agyiratwefa. The latter was an Asante unit of gold by
weight. In European sources it was known as the ackie, a form used for
brevity below. The ackie was about 1.95 grams or 1/16 of a troy ounce (which
is 31.2 grams, compared to 4.4 grams for the standard ounce or mithgal). It
is useful to relate the ackie to a larger unit which is mentioned elsewhere in
this book and in one of the notes below: the peredwan, which was about 70.4
grams, 2.25 troy ounces or 16 standard ounces or mithgals.'® On this basis 1
peredwan equalled 36.1 ackies, which is perhaps the best metric. In practice
the conversion rate seems to have varied somewhat. Bowdich reported from
1817 that there were 40 ackies to the peredwan, with 36 ackies being equiv-
alent to the slighty smaller benna.'' From the early 1870s Ramseyer and
Kiihne implied that the peredwan was 34.7 ackies, or possibly 27.4.12

The peredwan was ‘conventionally valued at £8 sterling in the nine-
teenth century’.!® According to Bowdich the [troy] ounce was valued at £4
sterling in Asante in 1817, implying (given his statement that 1 peredwan =
40 ackies) £10 per peredwan. Ramseyer and Kiihne reported eight pounds
two shillings (decimal £8.10) to the peredwan.'* From several observations
LaTorre derives the generalisation that before 1843 1 peredwan = £9.05, or
1 ackie = 5 British shillings (£0.25)."° The latter actually implies £9.025 to
the peredwan. To avoid this ambiguity, the relevant figures in the table below
(those within the years 1820-43) are calculated directly in ackies. For the
rest of the century LaTorre has £8.15 to the peredwan, or 4 shillings 6 old
pence (£0.225) to the ackie.'® The latter means 4,500 cowries to the ackie
for those later-nineteenth century prices which were quoted in cowries.

Some of the late nineteenth-century prices, mentioned in German
or Swiss-German sources, were given in marks. This was presumably the
German reichsmark, created in 1872. Its value was fixed against gold until
1914. It was thus also fixed against other gold standard currencies: including
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sterling, at 20.429 marks to the British pound, very nearly 1 mark to
1 British shilling.
To summarize the conversion rates used in the table below (except
where a different rate is indicated in the source itself): 1 ackie = 1/36 pered-
wan = £0.25 to 1843, £0.225 after 1843 = 4.957 marks (1872 onwards) =
4,500 cowries (Salaga only, in the later nineteenth century). As a precaution
against conversion errors the prices in the units used in the original source are
given (in brackets after the ackie price) wherever I have been able to do so.

Table 6.1. Nineteenth-century slave prices in Asante and the northern markets

Year

Northern markets

Asante

Source

1817

1823

1836

183742

pre-
1867%

1867-74

A1.2 (2,000 cowries or 1
‘basket’ [termed a ‘load’
of kola nuts]): ‘the
greatest price given; so
full were the markets of
the interior’ (Bowdich,
Mission, 333).)7 No A

or £ equivalent given.

A12.8; £3.20 (0.8 ounces)
per man: rate at which the
royal treasurer commuted
into 20 slaves a debt owed
to the Asantehene in gold
(Bowdich, Mission, 296).

A6-7; £1.50 (‘about’
30 British shillings)
[6.77 ackies) in Kumasi

A24-32; £6-8'8

A34; £8.50 [presumably
for an able-bodied man]:
‘paid by the Dutch
recruiter in Kumasi, 1837—
42’. This seems to have
been a premium rate.!”

A45; £9.79 (200 marks)?!
for a boy of 11+, sold

to an Asante official by

a Muslim northerner.
Source states the sale was
within Asante; given the
pre-1874 date, was it in
fact in Salaga?*

A18 (£4) apparently paid
for Wassa female bought
in Kumasi as a young girl*

Bowdich

Royal Gold
Coast Gazette

LaTorre

(MK 4005).

LaTorre
(NBKG 519).

‘Mose’

NAGK D905



1871

1872

pre-1874

pre-1874
pre-1874

pre-1874

1877

1884

A8-15.55; £1.80-3.50
(36,000-70,000
cowries) at Salaga

Equivalent of 3-5.8
loads of kola

<A8; 2-3 loads of kola

A2.22-3.33; £0.50-0.75
(10-15/-) for a man at
Salaga

A5-11.1; £1.125-2.50%
(4 Y2-5 loads {apakan}
of kola, 1.e. 9-10,000
nuts) for a man at Salaga

A7.77-15.55; £1.75—
3.50% (14,000 kola nuts,
i.e. 7 loads) for a woman
at Salaga

A4.5 minimum, A6.75-9
average (£1 minimum,
£1/10/- to £2 average), and
slave exchanged for ‘an
Arabian cloak’ at Salaga

A4.35-17.40; £0.98-3.92
(20-80 marks: ‘highest’
60-80 marks; ‘but one
can also see 20-30 marks.
1 saw one [slave] sold for
27 marks, another for 40.
A third was exchanged
for an Arab robe’)

A8.9-A13.3 (£2-£3)

‘average price of a strong
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A34; £7.75 (£7 15/-):
valuation of a man
slave presented by
Asantehene

A22; £4.95 (22 dollars):%
a ‘steady man’ (an Ewe
captive), bought by
Ramseyer and Kiihne
themselves while in
captivity in Kumasi

A32; £7.20 (2 ounces of
gold). The source gives

the price also as 36 dollars,
which might imply A36.%

Ramseyer and

Kiihne (A)

Ramseyer and

Kiihne (B)

Ramseyer and

Kiihne (C)

Brackenbury
D. Asante

Rattray

Opoku
(Jenkins)

Opoku
(Johnson)
(same visit,
different text)

Kirby



132 Labour, Land and Capital in Ghana

and healthy slave’ in
Kintampo

1887 A26.7; £6 (120,000 Firminger
cowries) for a ‘full-grown
man’ or ‘grown up girl’

A22.2; £5 (100,000
cowries) for a boy of 15

A15.5; £3.50 (70,000
cowries) for a child, boy
or girl

These are ‘average’ prices
at Salaga.

1888 A30.4; £6.85 (‘about 140’ Von Francois
marks) for a man; ‘nearly
the same’ for a ‘female
slave’, in Salaga

A15.2; £3.43 (‘about 70’
marks) 10-year old for a
girl in Salaga

1889 AG6.7; £1.50 (30,000 R.A. Freeman
cowries; 30 shillings): (book)
valuation ‘by my followers’
of each of two ‘tall
muscular fellows” to be
sold in ‘a market not far
from Bontuku’

A4.4-11.1; £1-2.50 R.A. Freeman
(20,000-50,000 cowries, (article)
‘well-grown boys and

young women being most

in demand’) at Salaga

1889 A17.4-26.1; £3.92-5.87 Wolf
(80—120 marks) for ‘a
grown slave’ at Salaga

1892 Al13.3-31.1 (£3-7) at Ferguson
Salaga®
1894 Al17.4-26.1; £3.92-5.87 Klose

(80-120 marks) ‘depending
on his age and build’ in
Salaga. This was what a
slave ‘would fetch’ in the
past; not necessarily
current price.
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1895-6%  A62.2 (£14)* for girl in ARG
“Wuratara’ in what is now 1/2/30/1/8
Cote d’Ivoire
1897-8 £2.50-4.00 in Salaga PRO CO879/
(purchased by Gonja 52: dd. 1 Jan.
locals) 1898
late 19th Al11.1-17.8 (£2.50-4.00) Fortes papers
century at Asokore for a woman 8.39
late 19¢h A0.1-32.0; £0.02-7.20%! Daaku
century (between kokoa and
benaa) at Edubiase.
[The lower price should
probably not be taken
literally; informant perhaps
quoting it rhetorically, to
emphasise that prices could
be very low]
late 19th  A7-21; £1.575-4.725 Al18; £4.05 LaTorre
century (fieldwork)
late 19th Al11-27; £2.475-6.075 LaTorre
century A13-16; £2.925-3.60 (UNESCO
A13-22; £2.925-4.95 Gonja)

A13-33; £2.925-7.42

Key: ‘A’ means the gold agyiratwefa or ackie, unit of Asante gold dust currency.

Key to Sources
ARG 1/2/30/1/8
D. Asante
Bowdich
Brackenbury

Daaku
Ferguson

Firminger

Fortes papers 8.39
R.A. Freeman (book)

R.A. Freeman (article)

‘Respecting “Slave Dealing” Recently Occurred at Sefwhi’ (Ashanti M.P.
619/08): esp. statement by Yah Gimini, Obuasi, 11 Nov. 1905, encl. in
G.W. Clotworthy Soden to CCA, 11 Nov. 1908.

Jenkins' Abstracts, 79-80: David Asante’s report on his journey to Salaga
in 1877.

Bowdich, Mission, 296, 332-33.

H. Brackenbury, The Ashanti War, Vol. 11 (Edinburgh, 1874), 352.
Daaku, Oral Traditions of Adanse, 45.

G.E. Ferguson to Governor, Accra, 9 Dec. 1892, p. 53, in Johnson , Salaga
Papers (original in PRO Colonial Office African [West] Confidential
Print, 448).

R.E. Firminger to Undersecretary of State for Colonies, London, 30 April
1889, reprinted in Johnson, Salaga Papers, 1 (original encl. in NAGA
ADM 1/88, Secretary of State to Griffith, 28 June 1889).

Notebook entitled ‘Asokore Bima II', recording testimony of Kwasi
Frompong [sic], n.d. but c.1946.

Richard Austin Freeman, Travels and Life in Ashanti and Jaman (London,
1967: 1st edn. 1898), 320.

R.A. Freeman, “The interior of the Gold Coast’, Macmillan’s Magazine
LXXX: 476 (1899), 113.
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Johnson

Kirby

Klose

LaTorre (fieldwork)

LaTorre (MK 501)

LaTorre (MK 4005)
LaTorre (NKBG 519)
LaTorre (UNESCO
Gonja)

NAGK D905

PRO CO/879/52
Opoku (Jenkins)

Opoku (Johnson)

Rattray
Royal Gold Coast Gazette
‘Mose’

Ramseyer and Kiihne (A)

Ramseyer and Kiihne (B)
Ramseyer and Kiihne (C)

Von Francois

Wolf

Johnson, ‘Cowrie currencies’, 345.

Captain Brandon Kirby, ‘A journey to the interior of Ashanti’, Proceedings
of the Royal Geographical Society 6 (1884), 450.

H. Klose, Zogo unter Deutscher Flagge: Reisebilder und Betrachtungen (Betlin,
1899), extract transl. by Marion Johnson, in Johnson (ed.), Salaga Papers,
I, p. SAL/17/11.

LaTorre, “Wealth Surpasses’, 440—41, citing an interview by himself with
Amoafohene Akuoko III, Kumasi, 18 Sept. 1975.

LaTorre, “Wealth Surpasses’, 440, citing Algemeeen Rijksarchief, The
Hague, Netherlands (ARA) Ministerie van Kolonién (MK) 501, Roelofsen
to Daendels, Accra, 15 August 1817.

LaTorre, “Wealth Surpasses’, 440, citing ARA MK 4005: Koomm. Lans
to Min. of Colonies, Elmina, 9 Jan. 1836 (no. 6A/Geheim).

LaTorre, “Wealth Surpasses’, 440, citing ARA Nederlandse Bezittingen ter
Kuste van Guinea (NBKG) 519: Gamper to Governor van der Eb, Accra,
2 Oct. 1840.

LaTorre, “Wealth Surpasses, 440—41, citing UNESCO Research Project on
Oral Traditions, No. 1, Gonja, ed. K. Y. Daaku (Institute of African Studies,
University of Ghana, Legon, 1969).

‘Complaining of His Captive Woman Taken to Wassaw by Certain Men
Without his Knowledge’.

‘Report on Gonga Country’ by C.H. Armitage, Asst-Inspector Gold
Coast Constabulary, Pembi, 1 Jan. 1898.

Jenkins’ Abstracts, 85: Theo. Opoku’s report on his journey to Salaga in
1877. Jenkins’s abstract is of an original English text by Opoku.
Opoku, ‘An African Pastor’s Peaching Journey Through the Lands of the
Upper Volta, transl. by Marion Johnson, in Johnson (ed.), Salaga Papers,
Vol. 1, p. SAL/8/6. The original article was published in German in
Evangelisches Missions—Magazin (Basel, 1885), having itself being trans-
lated from Twi by Christaller and Muller.

Rattray, Ashanti Law, 36, 110.

Royal Gold Coast Gazetre no. 34, 9 Aug. 1823.

Maier-Weaver, D., (translator), ‘Autobiographical Reminiscences of an
Asante Slave, “Mose”’, a translation of an article by Wilhelm Rottmann in
the Basel Mission periodical Der Evangelische Heidenbote (1892), Asante
Seminar 3 (Northwestern University: Evanston, 1975), 19.

Friedrich August Ramseyer and Johannes Kithne, Four Years in Ashantee
(London, 1875), 125.

Ramseyer and Kiihne, Four Years in Ashantee, 168.

Ramseyer and Kiihne, Four Years in Ashantee, 2nd German edn, 290, extract
transl. by Marion Johnson, in Johnson, Salaga Papers, 1, p. SALI32/1.

C. Von Francois in Mitteilungen aus den deutschen schutzgebieten (Berlin,
1888), transl. by Marion Johnson, in Johnson (ed.), Salaga Papers, 1,
p. SAL/18/1.

L. Wolf in Mitteilungen aus den deutschen schutzgebieten (Berlin, 1888),
transl. by Marion Johnson, in Johnson (ed.), Salaga Papers, 1, p. SAL/12/1.



CAPITAL AND CREDIT, 1807-1896

In the nineteenth century the Akan language distinguished between money
as such (sika) and capital. The main word for capital was dwetiri, defined
in Christaller’s 1881 Akan dictionary as ‘a capital or stock of money to
begin trade with; a fund employed in business or any undertaking’.! Sika-tan
meant ‘capital, principal (capital), stock.”? J. H. Nketia has noted that zan
meant fruitful, so that sika-tan meant invested sum>—a route which con-
veys the economists understanding of capital very precisely. It is possible
that Christaller, in compiling what was the first Twi dictionary, himself
stretched the meanings of words to try to convey unfamiliar concepts.? But
his rendering of these terms appears to have been consistent with the usage
of survivors from the nineteenth century interviewed by native speakers in
the mid-twentieth.” A case will be presented shortly in which dwetiri was
used in the 1940s by an elder recalling his own experience in the late nine-
teenth century. It will be evident from this example that ‘any undertaking’
could include a marriage as well as a business. But then it may well be said
that in this context marriage was, among other things, business.

This chapter discusses the means of raising funds for productive
investment, that is, for generating future returns. Three categories of
source were available: the investor’s own savings, equity participation by
others, and loans. As we shall see, the market’s direct role was confined to
providing a large proportion of the latter. In an economy in which con-
sumption and production were conducted within overlapping social units
there was also a large overlap between loans to finance production and
loans to finance consumption. Maintaining the household labour force
could be an investment. Accordingly, the discussion of credit here will
range over credit generally, rather than confining itself to such as can be
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identified purely or largely as a form of or substitute for capital. The sub-
stantive discussion is organised in two sections. Section A considers advances,
retained profits, and equity participation as sources of funds, and discusses
the payment of interest (mféntom, defined by Christaller as ‘interest,
usury’; while the narrower term 7si-ho, ‘additional sum required in repay-
ment of a loan’, specifically implied a rate of 50 per cent or less).® Section B
describes the means open to lenders to ensure repayment. It discusses
recourse to chiefs and priests, and to the seizure of hostages, before concen-
trating on the dominant institution in loan finance in nineteenth-century
Asante: pawnship.

A. Sources and Cost of Funds

Foreign sources of capital and credit were negligible before colonial rule. Let
us discuss them with appropriate brevity before devoting the rest of the sec-
tion to domestic sources. European suppliers of credit and capital began to
be sought and began to seek openings in Asante in the period between the
British invasions, 1874-96. The post-1874 regime of Asantehene Mensa
Bonsu, and especially the post-civil war regime of Asantehene Agyeman
Prempe, tried to reconstruct and further develop the Asante economy as
the basis of a modernized Asante state. Therefore the government was will-
ing to give favourable terms to European private entrepreneurs who would
provide investment and management for specific projects, including min-
ing and railways, without subverting the authority of the independent
Asante government. None of these central government concessions really
got off the ground, at least partly because of opposition by the British gov-
ernment.” Meanwhile the Bekwaihene gave a mining concession at
Obuasi first to a group of Fantes, and then, in 1895, agreed to transfer it
to a British entrepreneur, E. A. Cade. Fearing that this would undermine
Asante sovereignty, Asantehene Agyeman Prempe forced the Bekwaihene
to repudiate the deal® (which under British rule was to materialise into the
Ashanti Goldfields Corporation).

African entrepreneurs from British territory were involved in the
Asante rubber trade from, and perhaps especially at, the start.” At least some
of these brokers gave advances.'” According to testimony in Manso Nkwanta
in 1980 the brokers themselves received advances from European mer-
chants at the coast.!" The chronology is a little vague and it is possible that
European credit reached Asante producers only after the colonial takeover
of Asante; but it is plausible that it preceded it.
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It seems that advances were also within the repertoire of Asante credit
suppliers. Before the cocoa era in Ahafo, loans of ‘a few months only’ were
‘made against repayment in snails or animal products’.’> Some of the
rubber brokers were Asante themselves and there is no indication that they
were an exception to the tendency for brokers in general to offer advances
(‘advances are made in money to be repaid in rubber’, noted Hull)."?

For indigenous would-be investors generally the most obvious
source of finance, for example for a trading expedition, was retained prof-
its. The process of raising and investing capital was a normal part of
becoming an economic and social adult, and then of continuing to live up
to the social ideal of self-enrichment through hard work. A detailed exam-
ple at the level of an individual career, that of one Kofi Pusuo, will be pre-
sented in Chapter 10.

It seems likely that equity participation within the conjugal or matri-
lineal family also occurred, in that relatives unable to make the arduous
journey themselves might help meet the cost of trade goods and inciden-
tal expenses, in return for a share of the profits. The best-evidenced link
between family wealth and working capital, however, was through inheri-
tance. A standard method by which a father could launch a son’s career as a
social and economic adult without contravening the restrictions of matri-
lineal inheritance was to give him the capital to undertake a trade expedi-
tion. It was hoped that the profits would enable the son to fund future
ventures, and sooner or later enable him thereby to acquire a wife or wives
and slaves.' Meanwhile relatives might help each other through rotating
loans. According to oral testimony from Techimentia (now in Brong-Ahafo)
there was a system whereby members of a matrilineage would donate money
from kola sales to one member who would go and buy four to six slaves with
it. Next year they would do the same for another member. ‘“As a result”’
some mmusua had twenty or more slaves.!

At the level of the Asante court, at least according to the hostile Roya/
Gold Coast Gazette published by the British at Cape Coast in 1823, loans
were also provided to enable colleagues to obtain slaves. The difference
was that this lending was not for the purchase of slaves to enlarge the pur-
chaser’s own labour force, but rather was an interest-bearing commercial
loan to finance a slave raid, made in the name of the Asantehene’s honour
but intended to declare a profit.!®

Regular cooperation beyond both the matrilineal and conjugal family
units seems to have been difficult. There is no evidence that formal rotating
saving and credit clubs, such as the esusu which had been pioneered in
southwestern Nigeria, existed in Asante during the period.!” A possible
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explanation, suggested by Robin Law to account for the similar (apparent)
absence of such institutions in the kingdom of Dahomey, is that the
centralizing monarchy preempted or opposed private cooperative institu-
tions, which it may have seen as compromising its unlimited power.'® This
is plausible for Asante, if we distinguish cooperative groups from smaller-
scale (in terms of the number of principals involved) forms of indigenous
private enterprise, of which the regime seems to have been relatively
tolerant. Loans were available outside the overlapping family circles, either
at interest or, very self-consciously, interest-free through the benevolence
of patrons.

The time-value of money was appreciated in nineteenth-century
Asante. In 1817 Bowdich found the interest rate to be 33"} per cent for
every forty days, which is accompanied after the first period by a dash of
liquor’.’ LaTorre argues that interest rates declined somewhat as the
century went on. The evidence is thin but, as he notes, such a trend would
be consistent with the evidence of a general accumulation of wealth over
the period.? Hull reported that on rubber advances, as of early 1897, ‘the
lender gets 2 or 300 per cent for his money’.?! This rate was not described
as annual—though it would presumably work out at a formidable annual
rate. This may have reflected local monopolies, rather than the general
scarcity of liquidity, for Hull also maintained that brokers and chiefs
collaborated to fine migrant rubber producers in order to make the latter
desperate to raise cash on the spot instead of carrying their own rubber to
the coast to get the maximum price. Far from home, an Akyem rubber
tapper in Sefwi, Wenchi or Ahafo would lack contacts from whom he
could borrow on less penal terms. But it should be noted that this was in
a particular institutional context: Kumasi’s control over the areas in ques-
tion had for some years been non-existent (Ahafo and Sefwi), or restored
but indirect (Wenchi).?? In the absence of a centralized state the judicial
process was left to local power structures which predatory traders managed
to manipulate or usurp.?

Within the Asante kingdom itself it was clear that, as an Asante proverb
put it, ‘money does not go out to earn its livelihood and come back
empty—hamded’.24 Or if it did, there was trouble. In 1823 the Nsutahene
Yaw Sekyere led an Asante army against Krepe (Ewe), east of the Volta
River. The venture was financed on credit which the commander raised
himself in the expectation of returning with substantial loot. But he failed
to achieve quick success and tarried in the field, as McCaskie remarked,
‘throughout the rainy season, a notoriously difficult period for military
operations, in direct defiance of a royal order to disengage’, to postpone
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Disclaimer:
Some images in the printed version of this book
are not available for inclusion in the eBook.

To view the image on this page please refer to
the printed version of this book.

Plate 7.1. Carved wooden umbrella top ‘representing a saying about the snake which,
even though it could not fly, finally caught the hornbill which owed it money’ (McLeod,
The Asante, 170, where an earlier photograph of the artifact appears).

Reproduced by permission of the British Museum, London (© Copyright The British

Museum).
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the reckoning with his creditors.”> From Adanse there is evidence of
interest-bearing loans being raised to finance trading expeditions to the
coast. Such a loan was known as kotobroni, ‘to buy from the white man’.2°
Appreciation of the value of loans, however, could be expressed by saving
clients from the need to seek interest-bearing loans. In Adanse one rich
man, Kwaku Akowuah, is said to have became famous for lending money
‘without charging interest’;?” or perhaps he could be said to have earned
social or political interest. In 1817 Bowdich found the Asantehene him-
self providing loans to start his protégés on a commercial road to private

fortune.?®

B. Enforcement and Security:
Chiefs, ‘Panyarring’ and Especially Pawnship

In the first instance a credit contract was a private matter between the
individuals and lineages involved. If a would-be borrower could not get a
loan on the basis of bilateral trust between himself and a potential lender,
he or she could seck a surety, that is, a man of some influence or stand-
ing, who guarantees that the loan shall be paid within a certain time’.?’ In
the event of non-payment the creditor could turn to the state. Rattray
described how a frustrated creditor

.. would go to his Chief (gwane toa obene, lit. “flee and join with the
Chief”). The latter would send his foruosani (treasurer) with the creditor
and demand the money. If the debtor still refused to pay, the Chief would
give his treasurer authority to swear the meho tame oath, i.e. to say that
unless the debt was settled, then “he hated the Chief”. The money would
be paid forthwith; the creditor would thank the Chief, giving a present for
the abenkwa (“palace” attendants).?

Alternatively the creditor ‘might swear an oath upon the debtor to pay the
debt—not to himself—but to the Chief” (Rattray’s emphasis). If not paid
immediately, the sum due would be doubled. The creditor might be given
a share of it by the chief.?' It appears that regular moneylenders would pay
to receive accelerated access to the chief’s enforcement authority. According
to one of Rattray’s informants:

Certain rich men used to receive authority from the Chief to use his ‘oath’
to swear that a debtor must pay them, i.e. the creditors. These as it were
money-lenders would receive white calico from the Chief, which they tied



Capital and Credit 141

on the small bundles of gold-dust which they lent out. Such men would
pay the Chief perhaps £100 [i.e. 12-12 ¥ peredwan] for the privilege.*?

Resort to state authority could go to the very top. According to
Bowdich, ‘The law allows a debtor’ not only to obtain interest, but to use
‘the King’s weights’ in measuring the gold dust due as principal. As the
King’s weights ‘are one third heavier than the current weights of the coun-
try’, this added a further 33.3 per cent of interest. But to make use of this
procedure the creditor needed either to be ‘esteemed enough by Apokoo
the treasurer’, or ‘to bribe him’ or engage ‘to share the profit with him.%

As an alternative to the state, a creditor could attend a shrine, calling
upon the obosom (god) to kill the debtor if he did not settle immediately.
Payment would be made to the priest of the god who had been invoked,
who was entitled to keep a percentage.’*

Thus creditors had no lack of higher authority to call upon in pursuit
of their claims. On the other hand, traditionally they might take the law
into their own hands, in a practice known on the Gold Coast as panyarring.
As Bowdich explained, “When the patience of the creditor is exhausted, he
seizes the debtor, or even any of his family, as slaves, and they can only be
redeemed by the payment’.>> Panyarring was said to have been prohibited
by Asantehene Kwaku Dua Panin some two decades later, in c.1838. This
is what one might expect from a centralizing authority, impatient with
disorder and willing to accept fees for enforcing repayments itself. If the ban
was effective, it must have broken down—at the latest—following the
violent overthrow of Asantehene Mensa Bonsu in March 1883. It would be
no surprise if such a period saw a breakdown of peaceful relations between
creditors and debtors when the parties were in different parts of the coun-
try, and liable soon to find themselves at war with each other. Individual
calculations, precautionary or opportunistic, could easily become entangled
in the political conflicts. In January 1884 it was reported to London that:

Mr. Kirby stated that during his stay in Ashanti some temporary distur-
bances had brought to his knowledge the fact that messages had been sent
out by the interpreters to some of the neighbouring villages in connexion
with the stopping of a system of panyarring which was being carried on by
the villages against the Coomassie people, who it would appear were refus-

ing to pay to the villages the debts which were owing to them. . . .%

Later the same year a Basel missionary obtained the release of a man
from Kwahu, in the Gold Coast Protectorate. He had been seized and
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imprisoned in the Asante-Akyem village of Adomfe because he was
indebted to one of the villagers.’® In view of the political circumstances it
seems likely that Asante-Akyem villagers, like those around the capital,
were responding to weakened central authority by reviving or intensifying
the use of panyarring as a means of debt enforcement. Probably they had
lictle choice if they wanted their money. In November 1885, the Cape
Coast newspaper The Western Echo commented on the ‘dullness of trade’
with and within Asante, and diagnosed the cause as follows:

From all sources (Ashanti) we learn that there is no prospect of trade reviving
till the government take[s] the bull by the horns and set[s] the various con-
tending parties at peace by establishing some settled form of government.

Panyarring prevails to so great an extent that those who have the means to

engage in traffic fear to invest their money in trade. . . .3’

This confirms the impression that panyarring had indeed been rare before
the breakdown of central government of the mid-1880s; as it seems to
have been again by the early 1890s (to judge, admittedly, from absence of
evidence), following the revival of central authority after the civil war.

In the Akan language the word awowa (plural nwowa) usually meant
a pawn, a security given by a debtor to a creditor, to be returned upon
repayment of the debt. The same word is better translated as ‘mortgage’ if
the security remained in the hands of the borrower, as Rattray believed was
so when land was the awowa. In that case the produce of the land was
treated as interest and, in some instances, also as repayment of principal.
Foreclosure meant converting the mortgage into a sale (tramma).®® This
may have been ‘a last resource’, as Rattray believed,?! but we have noted
above that there are many documented cases of this happening. Many of
these cases clearly involved stool lands, but Rattray described how lineages
might mortgage land. Matrilineages were responsible for debts incurred by
any of their members. So it is not surprising that lineage property might
be pawned. As we saw earlier, this could include land. Otherwise an awowa
might be an object such as cloth or jewellery; or it could be a person—
that is, a set of rights in a person.??

The pawning (awowasi) of people was usually a deal between matri-
lineages whereby the head of one abusua pawned one or more of its
members to the other abusua. The authority of the matrilineage over its
members is epitomized by the fact that if a husband was unable or unwill-
ing to give his inlaws a loan that they required, or to pawn himself or his
junior matrikin to raise the money, the inlaws had the right to make his
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wife divorce him so that they could pawn her. A husband who agreed to
lend to his inlaws could take his wife or children in pawn because, by
definition, his children did not belong to his matrilineage. The principle
was illustrated by a Kumasi chief who stated that ‘I pledged my sisters and
nieces to their husbands who gave me money to pay the . .. £86.3/- to
Nana Prempel’, to cover a fine and pacification fee.”* The timing is, unfor-
tunately, uncertain. It may have been during the last seven years of Asante
independence, between Asanthene Agyeman Prempe’s election in 1888 and
his abduction by the British in January 1896. But it may also have followed
his return from exile in 1924, as ‘Kumasihene’: for, as we will see in
chapter 12, wife-pawning was still effectively legal in the late 1920s.
Returning to the rules, a father who was unable or unwilling to provide
his inlaws with a loan they required had no right to prevent them from
pawning his children to others, nor was he expected to try to dissuade
them.* It was said that a mother and her matrikin might let her husband
pawn their children,® though some of the evidence for this is weak 46

Such an arrangement would amount to an abusua lending one or
more of their members to an inlaw, so that he could borrow cash. However,
I have found only two cases of paternal pawning. One or, probably, both
occurred after the colonial takeover; but the new regime had taken no
relevant action by the time these pawnings were made. One was apparently
in the late 1890s when a Kumasi chief, the Ankobeahene (head of internal
security) Yao Cheiu, pawned nine people at the town of Odumase. One of
these was his own son.”” The other was in 1907, when a Wenchi girl was
pawned by her father, Yao Moshi, to an Asante woman.*® People could also
pawn themselves.’ There is at least one recorded case of this happening, in
which two brothers pawned themselves, apparently soon after the begin-
ning of colonial rule.’® This too is best seen in the context of matriliny,
rather than as a deal between individuals. An individual might incur the
need for a loan, but the abusua was ultimately responsible for the debts of
its members. The individual might take or be given the role of pawn. If
later he ran back to his kin, evidently they would be responsible for send-
ing a replacement pawn or clearing the debt. However, pawning did not
always involve the ultimate responsibility of the abusua. Chiefs could pawn
any of their subjects (nkoa, sg. akoa),’* and masters could pawn slaves, as by
definition these had no kin in Akan society.”® For the same reason masters
could pawn their children by slave wives or concubines.”

The archives reveal cases where pawns were repawned by the initial
creditor. This seems to have been accepted practice provided that the
original debtor had first been given the opportunity to redeem the pawn
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and thus rescue the creditor from his or her own liquidity crisis. At least,
this is what may have happened with a woman called Atta who was pawned
by Kwasi Gyane, chief of Bare (22 kilometres northwest of Kumasi), prob-
ably before the British sack of Kumasi in 1874. The creditor, Chief
Kyereme of M’bang, himself ‘got into debt’ and asked her chief and fam-
ily to redeem her. But they were still ‘short of money to pay the amount’,
so they ‘asked’ Kyereme to repawn her until they could afford to redeem
her. According to her son, this is what Kyereme did, pawning her to
Atipimoa (or Elipima), banished niece of the omanhene of Mampon, who
was staying in M’bang. However, when her son later tried to redeem her,
the Mampon royals maintained that Atipimoa had purchased her and her
children outright.”* The case of the two self-pawned brothers mentioned
above provides a contrasting example of repawning. They had pawned
themselves for £18 to a man named Piprah. But in 1905 one of them,
Kwame Obenneh, complained to the district commissioner when he learned
that Piprah had repawned his brother for £12, yet had not reduced the
amount he claimed from Obenneh to a corresponding £6 (in fact he ‘is
claiming another £13/15/- from me’).”®

Debt was timeless, so if the pawn died the borrower had either to
clear the debt or provide a new pawn. As the Adansehene and his elders
put it in 1906, before the institution was effectively prohibited, pawning
‘is not done only on account of a new debt, but family debt as well’.>¢ The
year before, the chief commissioner of Ashanti had observed that ‘at
present the offspring [if the original pawn was female; if male, probably a
sister’s child] would become the pawn on the death of the parent unless
redeemed’.”” If the debtor died his 2busua were responsible for the debr,
and had the right to redeem the pawn.

According to Rattray no monetary interest was paid on loans secured
by human pawns, unless the pawn ran away or died without being replaced:
the services of the pawn constituted the interest.’® This was the situation
in a case described to him by one of the parties in 1925.%° However, this
was far from always so, as is shown by the case of the above-mentioned
Musa Dagarti. His master pawned him for 80 ‘marks’ at about the begin-
ning of the Asante invasion of Eweland in 1869. Probably only a few years
later ‘he redeemed me again for double that sum’.®® Thus, despite the
scarcity of data specifically for the precolonial period, we can say definitely
that payment of monetary interest in addition to the pawn’s services was
at least not unknown.

Further evidence of money interest being paid comes from the colo-
nial records for the years just before the prohibition of pawning. When
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Ankobeahene Yaw Cheiu pawned those nine people at Odumase before
the 1900 revolt, it was agreed that interest would be paid at redemption
of £1/10/- per peredwanm borrowed, or 18.4 per cent. At least, this was
what the creditors said in 1907 when they asked that the pawns be
redeemed.®? During or shortly before January 1903 in southern Asante a
man, Kwasi Mpong, pawned a woman, Yaa Penim, for a loan of £16 at £4
interest.®> Again, in December 1903 the British commissioner transmit-
ted a request from the Adansehene that one of his subjects, a man named
Kwesi Fiu, be allowed to redeem from a Bekwai subject, Kofi Esidu,
‘a woman, Abina Antu with her two children’ in return for payment of the
principal plus interest of 25 per cent.® Similarly, in a 1904 case in the
same area £3 was demanded on a loan of £11/15/-, or 25.5 per cent.®®
Comparatively far away, at Nkoranza, on the northeastern borders of
‘metropolitan’ Asante,*® the acting district commissioner discussed pawn-
ing with local chiefs in 1906. He reported that the ‘Custom here’ was for
interest of 25 per cent to be claimed upon the redemption of the debt.”’
Where cash interest was charged this did not necessarily contradict
the notion that the pawn’s services themselves constituted interest. For
interest rates on loans secured with pawns tended to be less than on other
loans, secured on personal guarantees or promissory notes. The Yaa Penim
case was heard just over a year after the opening of the district commis-
sioner’s court for Southern Ashanti. Of the first ten cases in which the rate
of interest on loans was recorded in the Civil Record Book (spread over the
period 29 September 1904 to 23 September 1905), Yaa Penim’s was the
only one which involved pawning. In two instances the interest rate was
lower, but in both the loan was agreed for only a limited period: 20 per cent
for a one month loan, 4 per cent for an 8-day loan. The remaining seven
cases resembled Penim’s in involving a loan for an indefinite period, with a
flat rate of interest to be paid when the principal was returned. But in all
these the rate was higher: in five it was 50 per cent, in one 53 per cent, and
in one 33.3 per cent.®® It should be emphasized that flat rates such as
these might amount to a much smaller annual rate, according to how
long the debt remained outstanding. However, the district commissioner,
G. W. Clotworthy Soden, though himself opposed to proposals to prohibit
pawning, evidently believed that high annual interest rates existed also on
loans secured with pawns. He suggested that colonial courts should only
enforce payment of interest up to a maximum of 5-10 per cent, on the
grounds that “This would act as a deterrent against the speculative gamble
of lending money at high rates of interest on “Pawns”’.%’ In the case of
Musa Dagarti, as we have seen, a flat rate of 100 per cent was paid. We lack
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sufficient data to make a safe generalisation, but it is at least consistent with
the fragmentary evidence provided earlier about nineteenth-century inter-
est rates in general to suggest that interest rates were higher during the
period considered in this chapter than they were to be even in the early
colonial period—even for borrowers in the ‘informal’ sector.

According to a relatively experienced colonial administrator, Armitage,
in 1905, ‘very frequently the result’ of pawning ‘is the marriage of the pawn
to one of the daughters of the creditor’s house’.”® From other sources, how-
ever, it is clear that, as with slave-free marriages, it was usually the husband
who was the free person, and the proprietor, in such ‘mixed’ unions. We can
distinguish two forms of pawn-marriage in Asante society: pawning before
and after the marriage.

Early in the colonial period the missionary Edmond Perregaux
described the betrothal of girls, sometimes even before they were born, to
become pawn-brides of the family’s creditors. He quoted the word zisika
as the name of this institution.”’ There is no indication that the practice
was new. In 1927 Rattray reported that ‘In Ashanti there was an idiom
indicating a particular form of marriage, where in addition to paying
the parents the customary “bride price” or “head money”, the man had,
beforehand as a condition to the union, paid some debt (called #iri %a)
incurred either by the woman he wished to marry or by her family. The
idiom in such a case was, 70 "yere, lit. “to buy a wife”’.”* Rattray’s choice of
tense indicates that the expression predated the colonial period. Indeed, he
went on to imply that the use of the term—though not the practice—had
declined during the colonial period: it had fallen into disuse because
it embarrassed ‘the semi-educated African’. He also noted that where a
husband divorced his wife because of ‘her misconduct’, ‘should he
have “bought his wife”, i.e. paid a debt for the parents conditional upon his
receiving her as his wife, he can claim repayment of this amount’.”?

Pawning could also strengthen the husband’s property rights within
a marriage. We have seen that the wife’s matrilineage could ask her hus-
band for a loan. Indeed, according to Rattray an abusua deciding whom
to pawn would give ‘priority of selection’ to married women among their
members, that is, the married sisters or nieces of the lineage head.”* Such
a request might be made, according to Fortes, at any time during the mar-
riage, ‘the security being the wife’s fidelity’. This type of loan was called
tiri sika, literally ‘head money’.”” Our most detailed information about #ri
stka comes from Fortes’s unpublished papers from the Ashanti Social
Survey of 1945—46. In this research Fortes and his colleagues found that
tiri sika had been paid in some of the oldest respondents’ first marriages,
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which would have been before ¢.1905.76 Again, there is no indication that
this was an innovation,”” rather than a practice continued from the previ-
ous century. Lending to a wife’s abusua considerably strengthened the
position of the husband within the marriage. As Fortes noted, ‘“head
money” exploits the wife’s lineage bonds’ to reinforce her marital loyalty.”
One might suspect, though, that it was hard for the husband to insist
upon repayment of the debt. But certainly the status of creditor reinforced
his economic position within the marriage. It gave him the right to half of
any property his wife or child might acquire (this also applied to a father
who accepted his child in pawn).”” Otherwise, self-acquired property
belonged solely to its acquirer until his or her death. After that, in princi-
ple, it would go to the deceased’s abusua.®® Also, a husband who took his
wife in pawn was able to insist that she lived in his home.’! Rattray
implied that a husband who took his existing wife in pawn might also say
(implicitly, like a man who acquired a new wife in pawn) ma o me ye, that
he had ‘bought’ her.3? By advancing a loan the husband would ‘fz ne ye’si
babi (put his wife by his side), i.e. . . . ensure his having a hold over her’.
The ‘hold’ Rattray describes is overwhelmingly economic.®?

Let us consider such evidence as there is about the evolution of the
quantity of pawning, and of the amounts lent on pawns, during the
period. This will lead us to the question of in what sense, if any, there was
a market in pawns; and if there was, exactly what was the resource that was
being traded. It will be argued in Chapter 10 that pawning probably
increased during 1807-96 as a whole. There seems to have been a surge of
pawning, for different reasons, during the political troubles of the 1870s
and 1880s. In late 1873 a special war tax was levied to meet the cost of the
Asante invasion of the coast. According to the detained missionaries Friedrich
August Ramseyer and Johannes Kiihne, “There were many upright, quiet
men who had wished for peace and free trade, who lost half their families
by the war, and were afterwards obliged to sell the other half to pay for
it’.34 It seems a safe assumption that Asantehene Mensa Bonsu’s heavy taxes
and fines led to a further round of state-induced pawning, and that the
same happened during the civil war as the parties strove to raise large sums
from their subjects. Bekwai alone was said to have spent 3,500 peredwans
(strictly, £28,525).% In 1982 an elderly informant said that his own father
and mother had been pawned by the Bekwaihene to the chief of Elmina
in exchange for guns and ammunition to fight the Adanses®® during the
Asante civil war of the mid-1880s.

It is reasonable to take the size of the loan on a pawn as a measure
of the exchange value of the pawn to the holder. If the loan was never
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redeemed, it would in effect represent the cost of purchasing rights to the
labour of the pawn for his or her life and to the labour of a replacement.
The small number of cases and the very approximate dating of the major-
ity of them prevents precision about trends. The earliest period for which
I have information on even a handful of cases is the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, broadly defined, from perhaps as early as the 1820s until the out-
break of the revolt against Asantehene Mensa Bonsu in 1883. In these
cases the sum was half a peredwan (then 17 ackies), except for a case dur-
ing Mensa Bonsu’s reign (1874-83), in which the sum was described later
as 30 shillings,*” then implying 6.67 ackies.®® An 1884 pawning was for
cither half or a full peredwan.®® Kwadwo Donko’s future wife had been
pawned for ‘£8’,%° i.e. one peredwan. We noted earlier that the year is
unspecified in the source but was apparently in the 1880s or early 1890s.
In ¢.1898 a pawn was redeemed for £7.75. The payment may also have
represented head-money, for the (pawn-?) marriage between redeemer and
ex(?)-pawn that followed.”! Taken together, these instances point to a very
tentative conclusion, that the unit size of loans rose (in gold terms) dur-
ing the last years of Asante independence, possibly from the outbreak of
civil strife with the uprising against Asantehene Mensa Bonsu in 1883. It
is relevant to add that the first definite instance of pawning we have from
after the British occupation of 1896 shows a still higher monetary value
put on pawns. Specifically, the nine people pawned by Ankobeahene Yao
Cheiu apparently in the late 1890s were handed over for two peredwans
apiece.”” As will be detailed in Chapter 12, the evidence suggests that the
size of loans per pawn rose further after ¢.1900.

Let us compare and relate the market for pawns to that for slaves.
The evidence is fragmentary, but it appears that for most of the nineteenth
century the exchange value of slaves and pawns was of the same order. The
indications are that slaves were cheaper than pawns in the 1810s—20s,
which is what might be expected from the glutted slave market that
followed British withdrawal from the Atlantic slave trade: but the evidence
for this period is extremely thin. In roughly the middle half of the century
slaves gained in relative as well as nominal value, reaching a level about
twice that of pawns. In the last dozen years of the nineteenth century the
price of slaves seems to have fluctuated greatly but, on the whole, fell
considerably; while the sums lent on pawns rose.

This conclusion must necessarily be cautious, in view of the data
problems. For what it is worth, it can readily be attributed to a combina-
tion of the circumstances. One was an expanded supply of captives: during
the Asante civil war and above all from the Samorian glut of prisoners in
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the mid-1890s. The other, conversely, was the British prohibition of
Asante’s slave trade in 1896, which probably strengthened the perception
in Asante that the colonial abolition of slave holding in the Gold Coast in
1874 would be extended to Asante sooner or later. In the Gold Coast
pawning increased after 1874, was only made a felony in 1892, and even
that act was not followed by vigorous enforcement.”® Thus the British
actions in Asante in 1896 presumably made pawns much more attractive
as a comparatively secure form of coerced labour.

That the size of individual loans on pawns should rise in apparent
response to increased demand for pawns suggests that there was indeed a
market in pawns. This is consistent with our other information about the
practice, if we take it as a whole. Admittedly, some lenders were under
social pressure to accept particular pawns, and conversely part of the value
of a pawn to his or her master was presumably prestige derived from being
seen to be willing and financially able to fulfill this social obligation. But
pawns could be repawned, as we have seen, and by no means all lenders
were under any social obligation to lend. Though the act of giving and
taking a pawn was literally a face-to-face transaction, between parties
whose relations with each other were often not simply economic, it is clear
that it was also a market exchange. For the value of loans seems to have
been much the same at any one time, while changing over time in response
to shifts in the balance between supply and demand. Thus price equaliza-
tion was at work. In this defining sense, there was a market in human
pawns.

That the increased demand for pawns should represent, seemingly,
attempts to substitute pawns for slaves is evidence that the market in
pawns was to a large extent a market for their labour. This conclusion is
also supported by the evidence about the economically important uses to
which pawn labour was put. It is therefore reasonable to say that for the
lenders the pawn market was, not exclusively but primarily, a labour mar-
ket. For the borrowers it was a market for loans, which could be used for
consumption or for capital. In the context of economic activities based on
family labour there can be much overlap between the two.

But the slave and pawn markets also differed in basic respects. Slaves
were mostly imported, and as a result were often purchased from foreign
merchants. They also tended to be brought to market—literally to a
market-place—in relatively large concentrations. By contrast, pawning deals
were usually transacted between principals and their lineages within Asante
and often within the same village. They almost always involved single-
figure numbers of pawns, usually ones or twos. A sign of the differences
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between the two markets is revealed by a comparison of the monetary
units in which slave and pawn ‘values’ are quoted in the sources. The price
of slaves tended to be quoted in relatively small units, as Table 6.1 showed,
permitting flexible price responses to changing relations between supply
and demand. It was not so with pawning. The amounts lent on pawns
were usually quoted in relatively large units. Of the 25 single or multiple
pawnings for which I have information, stretching from about the second
quarter of the nineteenth century to 1930, in no less than 18 or probably
19 cases the sum loaned, or the sum to be repaid, was a multiple of either
the Asante half-peredwan unit, the asuanu (conventionally £4) or of £10%*
(the sums were, or were the equivalent of, £4, £8, £10, £12, £16, £20 or
£32).”> Regarding individual pawns, 30 or 31 were pawned for one of
these sums® and only 11 for other amounts.”” This data set includes six
pre-1896 pawns (five cases). All but one of the people were pawned for
either half a peredwan or, in one case, possibly a full peredwan.”® Thus, while
the sums involved were not fixed, the very high proportion of what seem
to be standard units suggests that the precise amount lent was often rounded
to the nearest such unit. This may have been at least partly a matter of
convenience in these face-to-face transactions. It suggests the possibility
that there was a customary element in the monetary valuations of pawns.
Yet the exchange value of pawns was clearly not fixed: shifts in the balance
of supply and demand may have been muffled by an element of custom-
ary rounding of prices, but they were not stifled by them.

C. Conclusion

Overall, it may be said that there was a capital market in nineteenth-
century Asante, in the fundamental sense that those who had savings could
find profitable ways of investing them, while those producers or traders
who needed cash could find it too. The price (the interest rate) was at least
plausibly the product of genuine competition. However, this market was
severely limited by the absence of financial intermediaries, and therefore
of a genuine ‘credit multiplier’: lenders could only lend their own money.
Even so, this factor market in capital, together with its counterpart(s) in
labour, was crucial to the extra-subsistence activity of the economy. At
microeconomic level the expansion of output was largely a function of the
acquisition of extra-familial labour, of which pawns were a major source,
while the socially-widespread activity of long-distance trade was financed
partly from interest-bearing loans.
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Again as with labour, so with capital, it may be said that while there
were markets for the scarce factors, they were highly imperfect. There were
high transaction costs and no financial intermediaries while opportunities
for equity finance were limited to partnerships based on personal trust or
family ties. The markets for credit and labour were interlocked through the
system of human pawning, which—as we will see in Part Three—may be
understood as both a response to and a reinforcing cause of the imperfec-
tion of both markets. More generally, the central feature of the factor
markets of nineteenth-century Asante was the interaction between coercion
and market forces. We will now examine the causal relations involved.






PART Il

Slavery as Hobsons Choice: An Analysis of the
Interaction of Markets and Coercion in Asante’s
Era of ‘Legitimate Commerce, 18071896

This part investigates the causes and consequences of the role of slavery and
other forms of property in people in the nineteenth-century Asante econ-
omy. Chapter 8 examines the standard economic explanation of slavery
against qualitative and quantitative evidence for Asante. It argues that such
property claims, founded on coercion, reduced the supply price of labour
and thereby made possible a much higher level of economic activity than
would have been possible otherwise. Important as they were, we have seen
that slavery, pawning and corvée were not the only sets of extra-economic
relations to structure economic activity. The significance of the gender divi-
sion of labour, and the primacy of the conjugal family unit over the other-
wise socially-pervasive matrilineage, are discussed in Chapter 9. The
opportunities that the pattern of property rights and markets in factors of
production offered for individual careers of accumulation are explored in
Chapter 10. It goes on to consider the implications for the welfare of the
various parties involved, and issues of consent and resistance. In this con-
text we ask whether, or how far, slavery and pawnship were instruments of
social integration, underpinned by paternalistic ideologies, as well as means
of extracting economic rent.






FACTOR MARKETS WITHOUT FREE
LABOUR:

THE NIEBOER HYPOTHESIS AND ASANTE
SLAVERY AND PAWNSHIP, 1807—1896

We have seen that slavery, slave trading and pawning were widespread in
nineteenth-century Asante society and provided major inputs into the
whole range of directly productive activities. This chapter analyses the
causes, nature and results of this pattern of interaction between coercion
and market forces in the acquisition and use of resources. Besides tackling
a crucial aspect of the particular history of Asante social relations of
production, this discussion is intended as a case-study in a wide-ranging
controversy on which general positions have been strongly stated but
which have been remarkably short on systematic empirical investigation.
It includes the first attempt to quantify the cost of slave compared to free
labour within a precolonial African society. From this analysis 1 will
propose a simple model of the impact of coercion on labour markets in a
land-surplus economy.

The classic economic interpretation of slavery, which we may call for
generic convenience the ‘Nieboer hypothesis’, explains the existence of
widespread slavery as a profit-maximizing response to a scarcity of labour
in relation to land, in economies in which capital, however desirable, was
not essential for subsistence (as it might be in pastoral societies).! The
most influential restatements of this tradition, both succinct, were pub-
lished over a quarter of a century ago. Evsey Domar’s 1970 paper® was
widely discussed by students of serfdom and slavery in Europe and the
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Americas. For the West African context the Nieboer hypothesis received
its classic formulation in five pages by Tony Hopkins in 1973.7 Hopkins
argued that land was abundant in relation to labour, and that in response,
though ‘there was a factor market in land . . . it was very limited’ because
‘land was not scarce enough to acquire a market value’.* Because of the
easy access to land, potential labourers were physically and occupationally
mobile and so enjoyed a strong bargaining position in relation to would-
be employers. Hence the latter chose slavery in preference to wage labour,
which, Hopkins insisted, was a genuine alternative: ‘the use of slave rather
than wage labour was a matter of deliberate choice on the part of African
employers’.’

Since the early 1970s there has been a vast amount of research on the
history of slavery within Africa;® yet systematic tests of the Nieboer hypoth-
esis in relation to particular cases of slavery in the continent remain very
rare.” So far as I am aware, this study is the first to attempt a quantifica-
tion—admittedly crude—of the costs of slave compared to free labour in an
African case. Maybe the critics have been satisfied with the various & prior
grounds which have been offered for dismissing the hypothesis, contentions
which will be discussed below. Perhaps more sympathetic scholars have con-
sidered the issue sufficiently explored. A particular barrier (but should it not
be a stimulus?) to further exploration is the model’s notorious indetermi-
nancy. Nieboer, Domar and Hopkins all agreed, in effect, that an economy
in which expansion of output is constrained only by the cost of labour is not
sufficient for the existence of slavery ‘as an industrial system’.?

This chapter considers the evidence for nineteenth-century Asante.
This period is a particularly apposite one to consider in relation to the
hypothesis, for Nieboer further posited that commerce was a supplemen-
tary stimulus to the growth of slavery: because extra-subsistence produc-
tion increased the demand for labour, notably beyond the level where
the ‘drudgery’ could be performed solely by [free’] women.” We saw in
Chapter 3 that in Asante, as in West Africa generally, the era from the
beginning of the end of the Atlantic slave trade to the colonial partition
was marked by uneven but major growth in extra-subsistence production.
Asante shared in the expansion of both the regional trade, centred on the
Sokoto Caliphate, and the Atlantic commodity trades. Research over the
last twenty years has shown that, as the model would predict, the period
also saw a great increase in slave-ownership within West Africa. This liter-
ature has also documented evidence that slaves were widely engaged in
production for the market.!® We saw in Chapter 6, again, that all this applies
to Asante specifically.
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The argument developed in this chapter is that the hypothesis that
slavery was a profit-maximizing response to land abundance and labour
scarcity is justified in this case; but that the sense in which it was a ‘choice’
needs to be clarified, for in economic terms it was Hobson’s choice; while
the concept of economic rent based on monopoly of natural resources and
of locational advantage may provide one of the tools needed in the general
search for a more determinate account of the political economy of slavery
in African and even world history. The discussion is organized as follows.
We need first to ask whether the prevailing factor ratio and production
function fit the Nieboer prediction. This question is addressed in Section A,
which goes on to highlight an important political economy aspect of
resource allocation between Asante and the areas from which it imported
captives. Section B considers, in relation to this case, the two standard
objections to the hypothesis in the West Africanist literature. Section C
compares the cost of free and slave labour, and explores the implications
of this for the economic significance of coercion in post-1807 Asante.
Section D presents a simple model to summarize the implications of the
domestic part of the argument. Section E explores the corresponding issues
for human pawnship.

A. Natural-Resource Abundance and
Nineteenth-Century Asante

This short section is intended simply to focus points documented in
chapter 4. I argued there that the land abundance/labour scarcity model is
overly aggregative as a description of nineteenth-century Asante. First, it
overlooks the fact that the supply of capital, in its various forms, was an
important determinant of short-term output. Second, the homogeneity of
land as a factor of production disappears when the supply of this resource
is considered not as a stock but as a flow. But I also argued that, while both
these points matter greatly in the context of choice of technique, they are
not crucial to the issue of labour scarcity over the comparatively long
timespan relevant for a decision on whether to acquire a slave. Over peri-
ods longer than a few months, in agriculture, or perhaps a couple of years
in craft and mining production, output was a function very largely of
inputs of labour. It was the level of labour inputs that determined the area
of land cleared for food crops, the provision of capital goods in weaving
and mining, and whether enough seed was planted for the following year.
In this perspective even for activities undertaken during the agricultural
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off-season, when the opportunity cost of labour was low, it was still the
level of labour inputs that principally decided the volume of (in this case
non-agricultural) output. The crucial point here is that the forest heart-
land of Asante was very lightly populated relative to the carrying capacity
of the land. We may conclude that, certainly in general and probably vir-
tually everywhere, land for cultivation was abundant—unless the supply
was constrained artificially, by political intervention—in the strict sense
that its marginal product must have been zero. This in turn implies that
the marginal product of labour must have been very close to its average
product, as in Domar’s formulation.!!

Earlier chapters argued that in the absence of economies of scale in
production potential employers were constrained by a lack of means by
which they could profitably afford to pay workers more than the latter
could make by working for themselves. But we also saw that, as free
subjects of the Asante kingdom, they shared a collective natural-resource
advantage over one set of potential workers: those from the savanna soci-
eties to the north. Their enjoyment of the ‘broad forest rent’ was secured
by the might of the Asante state, and reinforced by the exploitation of
locational advantage: possession of the strategic position in the transit
trade, through the forest, between the coast and the savanna, which the
government used not only to give Asante traders a national monopoly but
also to obstruct savanna polities from acquiring European weaponry. This
did not mean that Asante did most of its own slave-catching: as we have
seen, it could buy (or demand as tribute) slaves from the more powerful
savanna states, which they in turn had obtained often from acephalous
societies. The economic rent which Asante obtained by institutionalizing
its natural-resource advantage was particularly significant for slavery: as
will become apparent once we have considered the options available to
Asante’s rulers.

B. Objections to the Nieboer-Hopkins Approach:
Politics and Culture Left Out?

Hopkins’s analysis has provoked criticism over the years from marxist, sub-
stantivist and other directions: notably on the grounds tha, in effect, it is
either too determinist or not determinist enough. The former objection is
that the hypothesis takes relative scarcities as given, and thus overlooks
the possibility that the more powerful historical actors had a choice
between slavery and free labour: specifically, it fails to allow the possibility
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that private appropriation of land could turn natural abundance into arti-
ficial scarcity. As Stephen Hymer had already remarked of the notion of
land surplus: ‘land, even when it is plentiful, can be made scarce if certain
groups gain the power of excluding others from its use’.'® It has also been
observed of the Nieboer hypothesis generally that a ruling class in a labour-
scarce, land-abundant economy might have further options for achieving
income redistribution in its favour besides slavery: a landowners’ or employ-
ers’ cartel, or regressive taxation imposed on the free peasantry.'

The other objection is that the actors had no choice; for cultural
reasons. Jack Goody, for example, maintained—contrary to Hopkins—
that the question of a ‘choice between wage labour and slavery, as practical
alternatives’ did not arise. In Goody’s view Hopkinss ‘argument from
economic principles appears to neglect the location of slavery in a social
system’."> John Thornton has put forward a related view: that the reason
why slaves were the characteristic ‘form of private, revenue-producing prop-
erty’ in Atlantic Africa, whereas land fulfilled the same function in Europe,
lay in ‘divergence’ between the two regions legal systems.!® Thornton’s
implicit assumption is that cultural difference is a sufficient explanation:
that an alternative property system, such as one in which labour-time rather
than persons were sold, was simply not conceivable whatever its economic
implications.

Let us consider both sets of objections in relation to nineteenth-
century Asante. A cartel of labour-users would seem impracticable because
of the very large numbers of such potential principals dispersed over a wide
area in which communications were restricted by the high forest and the
disease-dictated reliance on head loading.'” It is slightly easier to conceive
of access to land being restricted: of the physical abundance of land
being turned into institutional scarcity, turning most of the population into
landless labourers. Indeed we have seen that the Asante courts manipulated
the ownership of rights of sovereignty and political control over land: by
imposing fines on individual chiefs obliging some of them to mortgage these
rights.'® Stanley Engerman has suggested, however, that ‘often the success
of political interventions will itself depend upon the land-labor ratio,
influencing the ability to control the population’.!” In nineteenth-century
Asante, to create an artificial scarcity of land as a factor of production would
have required far more detailed administration and enforcement than the
state could afford. Moreover a relatively generous exercise of the stools™ ulti-
mate control over land was fundamental to the chiefs’ enjoyment of support
or at least acquiescence from their subjects. More prosaically, we noted ear-
lier that the high-forest environment was a source of heavy transactions costs
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when it came to territorial demarcation.?® It is therefore no surprise that (as
described in Chapter 5), while the ownership of the land itself was vested in
chiefdoms, cultivation rights—access to land as a factor of production—
were, institutionally as well as physically, virtually free in most of the coun-
try at least. Strangers, and sometimes subjects, had to hand over a share of
gold or other winnings from the non-renewable endowment of the lands:
but such resources were themselves limited.

Arguably, the one really practicable alternative to slavery would have
been the tribute option: making a free peasantry pay tax. But such a tax
or internal tributary system without slavery would have been economi-
cally sub-optimal for both the ruling class and the peasantry. The Asante
state did indeed get much of its revenue from the mass of free households,
for example by taking a share of gold output.?! However, as we also saw in
Chapter 6, free commoner households and individuals themselves became
major importers of slaves. As a result the size of those households™ extra-
subsistence output, and therefore their fiscal potential, was to a large
extent a function of their resources of slaves and pawns.*?

In broad rational-choice terms it makes sense to suggest that the
most efficient system of exploitation from the viewpoint of the rulers of
Asante was based on the importation of slaves. This is because the gains
could be shared—unequally—across the ‘host’ society. Government and
free subjects would have a joint interest in maintaining in servitude a
group who would remain a minority of the population. For the governing
elite this was much less difficult than it would have been to try to
dispossess the mass of the population. Ultimately, the chiefs had nothing
to gain from seeking to overturn the natural factor ratios that they could
not achieve more easily by using their power of coercion, not to make the
abundant factor scarce, but to make the scarce factor—selectively—
cheaper. In terms of self-interest it benefitted chiefs and free subjects to
join together in the exploitation of outsiders, paid for to a great extent by
the economic rent derived from monopoly control of particularly valuable
natural resources.

It seems likely, though at this stage of knowledge it can only be a
very plausible assumption, that Asante’s contemporary reputation as an
intensive importer and user of slaves was justified. ‘Slavery prevails here
[in Asante], as it does in most parts of Western Africa, but on a larger
scale.”” If indeed the scale of slaveholding, and the importance of slaves’
contribution to output, were relatively high in Asante compared to most
other polities in the region, it is reasonable to suggest that this was a func-
tion of Asante’s advantage in economic rent.
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Hopkins’s insistence on the notion of choice was, at least in part,
intended to highlight his rejection of any assumption that wage-labour
was culturally unthinkable in precolonial West Africa. In the Asante case
it is very plausible (on the account in Chapter 6) that the idea was not
much ‘thought’ before the twentieth century, yet it would be wrong to
infer from this absence the presence of a solid cultural template prevent-
ing any practice that did not fit into familiar slots. We have the 1881
instance of expatriate Asante princes readily becoming employers of wage
labour,2* and we will see later that Asante youths showed themselves sim-
ilarly willing to accept casual wage employment when it became an eco-
nomic option early in the colonial period.?> Thus Hopkins’s emphasis on
cultural flexibility is vindicated in this case. But, as we will see in the next
section, there was a decisive barrier to wage labour in nineteenth-century
Asante. This barrier was not cultural but material.

Applying the Nieboer hypothesis entails a further pair of assump-
tions about Asante politics and culture respectively: that the distribution
of coercive power was sufficiently unequal to make slavery physically
possible, and that slavery was ideologically acceptable to those holding the
coercive power. It is evident that this was the case: slaves were held, slavery
was a legally-enforceable status, and there is no evidence of pressure for
abolition from free members of the society. As in most other slave-holding
societies in world history, as a form of exploitation slavery was directed
mostly outwards, in that (as we have seen) most of the slaves were for-
eigners, especially 770nkdfoo (singular, 0donkds) people from the northern
savanna. Furthermore, again as in other slave-holding communities, the
specific category of foreigners from whom most slaves were obtained
tended to be seen as alien and inferior. McCaskie comments that is ‘abun-
dantly clear from reported speech and traditions, [that] the term [0donko]
suggested a brute animality to the Asante, and connoted a non-human
status.”?® This needs to be balanced by the recollection that Asante men
were happy to marry northern women and to count any offspring as their
own. It is necessary to avoid the anachronistic assumption that the act of
enslavement was in all eras felt by its perpetrators as an enormity. But it is
reasonable to suppose that in nineteenth-century Asante society it was
culturally, and therefore psychically, harder to envisage and treat fellow
Akan, especially Asante, as slaves than it was with northerners, ‘othered’ as
nnonkdfod. Meanwhile, this time in common with most other African
slave-holding societies but in sharp contrast to New World slavery, a
process of partial assimilation of the descendants of slaves reduced the risk
of creating a hereditary slave caste.”” These characteristics can be said to
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have reduced the psychic, political and military costs and risks in holding
slaves.

C. A Comparison of the Cost of Free and Slave
Labour: Slavery as Hobson’s Choice

A key implication of the Nieboer hypothesis is that the supply cost of slave
labour must have been much below that of wage labour. This section
attempts to test this proposition as far as the evidence permits.

A direct comparison of the two kinds of labour in the same period
seems to be impossible: precisely because slaves and wage labourers barely
overlapped chronologically in the service of Asante masters/employers. It
should be noted that this observation is itself evidence that free labour was
not a real alternative to slaves as a source of regular labour while slavery was
legal (and before the economic conditions conducive to it were changed by
the adoption of cocoa cultivation, as we will see in Chapter 13).

But it is possible to develop a quantitative perspective from an oblique
angle. First, European prospectors working in major Akan gold-producing
areas around 1900 obtained an average yield of a shilling’s worth of gold
(range 10d.—1s.2d) per day.® Having compared this with other recorded
returns, Garrard concluded that it ‘is probably reasonable to take’ this
range as ‘the average daily earnings of an Akan gold-winner up to the end
of the nineteenth century’.?? Broadly consistent with this is a statement
(not cited by Garrard) in the colonial administrative report on Asante for
1898 that, while Asante men had largely abandoned ‘gold washing’ in
favour of the wild rubber industry, ‘Gold washing is now carried on mostly
by the women and children, who can make on average 9d. to 1s. a day’.?°
On the basis of these observations we can assume that, around the turn of
the century, the opportunity cost for a free able-bodied man in Asante of
working for wages rather than working for himself in the dry season would
have averaged at least a shilling a day. In 1911-13, when wage labour was
beginning on Asante cocoa farms, the prevailing wage rate for (male)
unskilled labour seems to have been between 1s. and 1s. 3d., of which the
latter could include a 3d. subsistence allowance.’" The cost of living for
labourers does not seem to have changed much ¢.1898-c.1913, though
this issue requires further research. So far price indices have been calculated
only for various categories of imported goods, and from 1900. The most
relevant of these, ‘clothing, leather and textiles’ showed a rise from 9 in 1900
to 10 in 1913.%2
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What stands out is that there was a gross difference in cost between
wage and slave labour. Indigenous gold production was concentrated largely
in about three months of the dry season.”® If we make the relatively
conservative assumption that labourers did the equivalent of 20 days’ work
a month for three months a year, average gold-season receipts at 1s. a day
would average a total of £3 a head. Garrard assumed 75 days ‘at the most’
in three months,* which would imply average earnings of £3.75 from a
relatively intensive season. The appendix to Chapter 6 assembled the avail-
able evidence on the prices of slaves within nineteenth-century Asante and
in the markets from which, directly or indirectly, slaves were imported
into Asante. The table in the next page expresses those prices in terms of
the number of days of gold mining required to pay for a slave.

Thus in most of the years for which we have price observations, it
seems that an able-bodied male or female slave cost the equivalent of one
to three seasons’ gold-mining, sometimes less, by a single miner.

Where slave prices were expressed in headloads of kola nuts, the impli-
cation is similar. Table 6.1 gives the following such prices: in the admittedly
flooded markets of 1817, 1 load (Bowdich’s ‘basket’); in the years immedi-
ately preceding 1874, 3.58 loads (calculated from figures provided by
Ramseyer and Kiihne) or 2-3 (Brackenbury), or 4.5-5 for a man and 7 for
a woman (according to Rattray’s informant). According to Lovejoy, ‘pro-
ducers needed the harvest from only a few trees to obtain a load of 2,000
nuts. Individuals often accumulated as many as 10 loads.”®> Ramseyer and
Kiihne commented that ‘an Ashanti . . . can easily collect at home’ enough
nuts to ‘enable him to buy a slave in Salaga.”®® Terray has likewise found that
slaves were very cheap calculated in relation to the prices of oxen, salt and
guns from various observations at Salaga in the last quarter of the nineteenth
century.”’

To be sure, the intending purchaser would often have to use some of
his (as it usually was) earnings from gold or kola production to pay for items
other than slaves—though, importantly, little would normally go on food.
For a young man working mainly for himself it could take a few years before
he could afford a slave, as an example to be given in Chapter 10 shows. But
someone able to concentrate the earnings of more than one miner or kola
collector, such as a household head and/or an existing slave or pawn holder,
could acquire slaves more frequently. Even if slaves could not be induced to

),%® they could be expected

work as hard as free people (a risky assumption
to pay for themselves within a very few years if they did not run away.
Rattray was told by an authoritative informant that, before 1874,

higher prices were paid for female than for male slaves in Salaga. But in
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Table 8.1. Days of gold mining required to obtain the price of a slave in nineteenth-
century Asante

Year Mining ‘effort-price’ Comment/Source
of slave (days)

1823 30 In Kumasi (Royal Gold Coast Gazette)
1836 120-160 Kumasi (or coast?) (LaTorre [MK 4005])
183742 170 Man. Paid by Dutch recruiter in Kumasi
(LaTorre [NBKG 519])
pre-1867 195.8 Boy of 11+, sold in Asante(?) (‘Mose’)
1867-74 80 Young Wasa girl, in Kumasi (NAGK)
1871 155 Man, Kumasi (Ramseyer and Kiihne [A])
1872 99 Man bought in Kumasi by Ramseyer and
Kiihne (Ramseyer and Kiihne [B])
pre-1874 36-70 (Ramseyer and Kiihne [C])
pre-1874 <36 In northern markets (Brackenbury)
pre-1874 10-15 Man, Salaga
144 In Asante (D. Asante)
pre-1874 22.5-50 Man, Salaga
35-70 Woman, Salaga (Rattray)
1877 30-40 Average, Salaga (Opoku [Jenkins])
19.6-78.4 Range, Salaga Opoku ([Johnson])
1884 40-60 Average for ‘strong and healthy slave’,
Kintampo (Kirby)
1887 120 Adult male or female, Salaga
70 Boy or girl, Salaga (Firminger)
1888 137 Man, Salaga
68.6 10-year old girl (Von Francois)
1889 30 ‘tall muscular’ man, market near Bontuku
20-50 Range, Salaga (R.A. Freeman)
1889 78.4-118 ‘grown slave’, Salaga (Wolf)
1892 60-140 Salaga (Ferguson)
1894 78.4-117.4 Past, not necessarily present price

range, ‘depending on his age

and build’, Salaga (Klose)

1895-96 140 Wauratura, girl (ARG)
1897-98 50-80 Salaga (PRO)
Late 19th century ~ 50-80 Woman at Asokore, Asante. (Fortes)
Late 19th century  negligible-144 At Edubiase, Asante (Daaku)
Late 19th century ~ 31.5-94.5 Salaga
81 In Asante (LaTorre [fieldwork])

Late 19th century ~ 49.5-121.5, 58.5-72,  Salaga (LaTorre [UNESCO Gonja])
58.5-99, 58.4—-148.4

Calculated from Table 6.1 assuming receipts from gold mining averaged 1 shilling per day. See
Appendix to Chapter 6 for details of sources.
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1887 a visitor to the same market reported that the prices for males and
females were the same, being differentiated according to age rather than
gender.*” Though the price differential was not permanent, it confirms
that the sums paid for females included an element reflecting their value as
potential wives and as potential mothers of free men’s heirs: a point devel-
oped in the next chapter. What matters here is that the fact that prices for
females were raised by their roles outside direct production reinforces the
conclusion that the price of slave lzbour power was very low compared to
the price necessary to hire free labour.

Evidence about what happened in the early colonial period, when the
end of slavery was first anticipated and then gradually realised, confirms
that there was/had been a decisive disparity between the costs of slave and
free labour. In 1925 Rattray was informed by village elders in Wam (south
of Berekum in western Asante) that “We have now stopped [gold] mining
because it only pays when you have slaves’.*’ In a general economic and
social survey in 1931, the Chief Census Officer stated that the shafts made
by traditional mining methods ‘are now no longer worked, as with the
disappearance of slave labour the results would not possibly be sufficient to
cover the expense.”! Earlier, at the very beginning of the colonial occupa-
tion, a British traveller opined that ‘On the abolition of domestic slavery
the kola industry in Ashanti will tend to die out’.*? His prediction proved
too pessimistic, but his implicit assumption that kola producers would not
be able to afford to hire regular wage labour seems to have been justified.
In the mid-1930s, for example, ‘In the principal kola areas in Ashant it is
in most cases the owner himself who picks and prepares the nuts for sale
but occasionally he may let his trees to another who will do this work for
one half of the crop.”*®* An overview of the economic significance of slavery
was provided by the chief and elders of Adanse in 1906. In a petition for
continued government toleration of slavery and pawning they observed
that, as Asante chiefs and headmen, they depended on the labour of slaves
and the descendants of slaves ‘as we have no money like Europeans to hire
men to do necessaries for us’.

The implication of the evidence considered in this section is that—
until cocoa cultivation was adopted early in the colonial period—compulsion
was a necessary condition of labour being cheap enough for there to be a
labour market at all. Without coercion the reservation price of labour
consistently exceeded the maximum wage rate which potential employers
could have afforded. Amid such physical and institutionalized abundance
of land there was too little occupational specialization to generate a market
for goods sufficiently remunerative to make it profitable for a producer to
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employ a labourer on any terms that it would be profitable for the labourer
to accept. It took force to reduce the labour-supply cost enough to make
it possible for the supply and demand curves to intersect. Thus Domar’s
proposition applies: ‘the wage of a hired man . . . will have to be at least
equal to what he can make on his own farm; if he receives that much, no
surplus (rent) will be left for his employer.’®®

D. A Simple Model of the Impact of Coercion
in the Labour Market of a Land-Surplus Economy

To summarize the implications of the argument so far, Figure 8.1 presents a
simple model to illustrate the argument presented here about the market for
nnonkdfd in nineteenth-century Asante. The horizontal axis depicts the
quantity of people available for purchase or long-term wage labour at a given
time. The vertical axis depicts the price of labour. In the case of slaves, this
meant the purchase price of ‘average’ captives, plus the net present value of
the expected supervision costs (they can be assumed to have provisioned
themselves) over the expected working lifetime of the slave. Note that where
the slave was to have been engaged in sharecropping, the ‘supervision’ costs
include the value of the fraction of output thereby conceded to the slave, as
an incentive for staying and working for the master. In the case of hired
labourers, the price means the net present value of the wages of a free
labourer over a period equivalent to the expected working lifetime of the
slave: wages equal to, or rather, greater than what a free labourer could make
on his or her own farm. The demand curve (D) represents the schedule of
the sums which users of labour were prepared to offer to acquire and main-
tain different quantities of extra-familial labour. Three supply curves are
shown. S" illustrates the amounts of wage labour that might be forthcoming
if the price was high enough. Because of the virtually universal access to land
and the absence of economies of scale, it never is: at no point does S" inter-
sect the demand curve. S¢ represents the quantities of captives available for
purchase at each price level. The element of coercion makes it possible, in
this model, for the market to clear. We know that in the last few years before
colonial rule the impact of Samori Toure’s flow of captives would have been
to shift the supply schedule of coerced labour downwards, a situation repre-
sented by the line Sf, implying a new market-clearing point combining a
lower price and a larger quantity of coerced labour.

It is important to reiterate that this model relates to the domestic polit-
ical economy of Asante. The discussion will be extended in the concluding
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Figure 8.1. A model of the market for captives in 19th century Asante: Coerced
clearance.

section to take account of the geo-economic and political contrast between
Asante and its northern hinterland, from whence came most of the imported
captives.

E. Debt Bondage in the Context of
Coercion in the Labour and Credit Markets

Can pawning, too, be usefully analysed in relation to land abundance?
Specifically, can we extend to pawning the argument that coercion was
an indispensable element in the efforts of chiefs, household heads and
young men to obtain productive resources—in this case, capital or
labour—additional to those they already possessed? The same factor ratio
and production function apply: beyond the short term land was, physi-
cally, relatively abundant. Thus, not only was labour scarce in relation to
land but cultivation rights had no enduring economic value and were
therefore worthless as collateral and as sources of interest. Logically, the
same queries arise with pawning as with slavery: about whether the rulers
did not enjoy alternatives to these forms of coercive rent-appropriation; or
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on the other hand, whether there were any cultural alternatives to them.
In principle land could have been made artificially scarce. For the reasons
given in the context of slavery, however, it is very hard to see how it would
have been in the net interest of the rulers to do so; and it may well have
been beyond their practical capability. Culturally, though, alternatives were
clearly feasible. The fact that the same word was used for human and other
pawns may be taken as a strong indication that there was no cultural obstacle
to, for example, lending on land or farms rather than on humans. Indeed,
we saw in Chapter 5 that there were instances of political rights over land
being pawned or mortgaged in the nineteenth century. Moreover, we will
note in Part Four that the pledging of farms was to be adopted in the
twentieth century using the same term as for human pawning (awowasi).

Before pursuing the issue further it is useful to remind ourselves
explicitly that, unlike slave buying, human pawning was a deal in two
factor markets at once: those for labour (the pawn) and capital (the loan).
It is thus an example of interlocked factor markets. But, whereas that con-
cept® has generally been invoked in relation to contracts that were proxi-
mately free from physical and social coercion, a feature of this case is that
human pawning was underpinned by the practice or implicit threat of
coercion. Let us now examine the evidence about nineteenth-century
human pawning in relation to the proposition that coercion was necessary
for both the capital and labour markets to exist.

In the 1906 petition quoted earlier, the chief and elders of Adanse
stated that ‘we Ashantis take pawning as a mortgage of a house if any one
get [into] debt and as he has no house or land ro mortgage, then he is
oblige[d] to give himself to someone who could pay till he repays it’ (my
emphasis).47 Again, as a colonial official observed, even when the spread of
letter-writers and colonial courts made promissory notes available, ‘many
families in reduced circumstances are not possessed of sufficient property
to make it worth the while of prospective lenders to risk their money upon
a mere note of hand’. No pawn, no loan.*® Where, exceptionally, a large
loan was given in such circumstances the rate of interest may be expected
to have included a risk premium, and thus to be particularly high. We lack
the evidence to test this, but the following case is suggestive. It may be
recalled that Kwadwo Donko, whose marriage history we reviewed in
Chapter 6, required £8 to redeem his future wife from pawnage, probably
in the 1880s or early 1890s. As Donko

. was poor & [a] stranger, & even a slave, [he] could not therefore man-
age to pay the said sum of money from his own pocket, but was obliged to
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borrow. He got £4 from a friend & the rest £4 from another person & have
(sic) of course to pay it back with high interest to the money owners. After
all, the whole sum amounted to £17 Sterling. He did work very hard before
he could pay back the whole amount.%’

How this flat rate of 112.25 per cent worked out in annual terms we do
not know, and therefore we cannot be sure that a risk premium was
involved. But the case is consistent with that possibility, especially as far as
the ‘£4 from another person’ was concerned. We might expect that the
overall rate would have been reduced by the fact that the other half of the
loan came from a friend, who might not only be sympathetic but could
presumably assess the risk relatively accurately. Neoclassicists tend to argue
that interlocked factor markets work to the mutual benefit of both prin-
cipals in the transaction®® (moreover, the British official quoted earlier
insisted that ‘few “pawns” enter into their obligations unwillingly’).’! We
will return to the issue of exploitation in Chapter 10.

Let us now build on our earlier discussion of the cost of slaves com-
pared to free labour. Until the late 1890s pawns offered labour that was
very cheap compared to the value of free labour. They cost the equivalent
of an average gold-miner’s earnings from one and a half seasons’ labour. By
the end of the 1890s, with the value of new pawns rising sharply while the
supply of new slaves was constricted by the newly-imposed colonial state,
a pawn was worth about five mining-seasons’ output.

Thus the conclusion of our discussion of slavery, that coercion was
necessary for any labour market to exist, is sustained for pawn labour too.
In the case of pawning physical force, while ultimately a possibility, was
combined with the moral pressure of family obligation. If pawning was a
response to market forces in the sense that it was a response to relative scarci-
ties, it was—like slave trading—a highly ‘imperfect’ market, grounded in
the political control of elders, especially male elders, over both male and
female juniors, or that of masters over slaves.

F. Conclusion

This chapter has examined the evidence about slavery in nineteenth-
century Asante in relation to the West African and global debate over how
far the existence of slavery can be explained as a profit-maximizing response
to labour shortage in land-surplus economies (the Nieboer hypothesis).
The last section extended the analysis to include pawnship. The argument
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is that the hypothesis, as far as it goes, applies strongly to this case as far
as the internal political economy of Asante was concerned. The analysis
included a crude but informative quantification of the cost comparison
between slave and free labour: a basic exercise which appears not to have
been attempted before for a West African economy. The findings reveal
that the cost difference was a gross one. This result, plus other evidence,
point to the conclusion that, while wage labour was genuinely an alterna-
tive possibility in cultural terms, it was 7oz feasible economically. This fits
Domar’s version of the hypothesis. For the labour market to clear would
have required widespread coercion. Such coercion was indeed applied, in
the form of enslavement and pawning.

The main limitation of the Nieboer hypothesis is its political inde-
terminacy. On this the argument here began from the empirical assump-
tion that Asante was rather unusual in its region, even in that now notorious
period, in the scale of its slave imports. What made this possible was that
the kingdom secured, not a proportionate share of a common property
resource (as in the model sketched above), but rather a local monopoly over
especially valuable natural resources. In this period the commercial value of
the natural assets specific to the forest zone was apparently not high enough
to persuade savanna-dwellers to offer their labour services to those who
controlled these assets (even had prospective migrant workers not had
reason to fear enslavement). On the other hand, the rent from control of
these assets may be seen as making a decisive contribution to the financing
of the persistent and socially-widespread importation of slaves. Thus the
Nieboer hypothesis is inadequate once the analysis is extended beyond the
borders of the slave-importing economy to include the areas from which
the captives came. It is argued here that an emphasis on the supply inelas-
ticity of natural resources, partly as a result of military and political inter-
vention, is important if we are to develop a more nuanced understanding
of the political economy of slavery in different areas and sub-periods of pre-
colonial West African history. This perspective may also contribute to the
general task of making the political determinants of the existence and scale
of slavery in history genuinely endogenous.

We have examined why there were markets in certain factors but not
in all, and why those markets took the coercive form that they did. We now
turn to the non-market mechanisms which were also involved in putting
factors to work, and to the non-factor aspects of the markets in labour and

capital.



GENDER AND KINSHIP ASPECTS
OF THE SOCIAL RELATIONS OF
PRODUCTION, 1807-1896

The most basic part of the social organization of labour in the nineteenth
century was the respective roles of the free members of the same household:
this was ‘basic’ in that it applied whether or not they had slaves or pawns in
addition. Accordingly, Section A considers the consequences for investment
and the accumulation of wealth of the particular division of labour between
free spouses that characterized nineteenth-century Asante, and asks why the
conjugal family was the basic unit of work in this otherwise predominantly
matrilineal setting. Section B examines how slavery and pawning related to
men’s strategies within the family structures of nineteenth-century Asante
society. It discusses the gender dimension of the Asante demand for slaves
and pawns and explores the implications of this for the relative importance
of the productive and, in a broad sense, the reproductive uses of slaves and
pawns.

A. Gender and Kinship in the Allocation of
Household Labour

The discussion here focuses on two key aspects of the ways in which pro-
ductive resources were channelled by ‘household’ institutions: a characteris-
tic division of labour between the sexes, and the paradox, pointed out by
Arhin, that ‘in spite of their matrilineal inheritance system, the Ashanti basic
unit of labour in mining, trading and farming has always been the conjugal
family’.!
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We have seen that women were expected to give priority to the activ-
ities that enabled the household to survive and reproduce itself, physically
and socially. Men, though making certain important contributions to food
farming (especially clearing the land), were responsible for the bulk of the
extra-subsistence economic activities.

The diary of one European visitor to Asante indicates that this division
of labour was harmful to the physical well-being of women as opposed, by
implication, to men. Having entered Asante for the first time, from the coast,
and reached the small town of Dompoase, Coppin recorded his impression
that in Adanse:

A strong, healthy middle aged looking woman is a rarity. This is explained
in 2 ways. The girls are married very early, & by reason of the hard life
they are subjected to they age very quickly after they have borne 2 or 3
children.?

He added that ‘these oppressed women go early to the grave.” By the ‘hard
life’ of women he specified their part in the division of labour: doing ‘the
greater part of the farming’ on top of ‘their domestic duties’.” Coppin’s
account of the effects of women’s work on their health is not as yet con-
firmed by other sources, however, and we should be cautious about accept-
ing the impressions of a single source, not medically qualified, on such a
complex relationship.

But we can be clear about the implication of the division of labour
for the accumulation of wealth: it was the men who had most of the oppor-
tunities to acquire money, and by extension  “gain riches”’.® Thus, because
labour input was considered to give title of ownership, the central mech-
anism of inequality within the conjugal family was not direct appropria-
tion of the products of labour. The matrilineal system actually entailed the
separation of husbands” and wives’ possessions. Rather, it was a particular
division of labour that reserved to men the lion’s share of chances for self-
enrichment. Thus, unlike in “Yorubaland’,” the post-Atlantic slave trade
growth of market production by commoners® did not entail greater oppor-
tunities for women traders and producers specifically.

A further implication is that wives could be very important in hus-
bands’ economic strategies. A British officer, Major C. Barter, wrote in
1896 that “The husband . . . can make over his wife to another man; and
so great is the value of women for work, that the husband seldom has any
difficulty in getting a wife off his hands, provided she be young and strong.”
While Barter clearly over-simplified the divorce procedure, his remarks
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confirm the importance of wives to husbands’™ calculations about labour
recruitment.

Arhin used the term ‘conjugal mode of production’ to denote an
‘independent production, but not consumption, unit’ comprising ‘a hus-
band, as master and organiser, wife, adolescent children, pawns, and slaves,
if any’.'® We have qualified this by noting that in some cases, at least, there
seems to have been a matrilineal contribution to farm labour, in the
person of a nephew or niece. We have also clarified it, by insisting that this
does not mean that tasks were anything like equally shared. But why was
the conjugal unit the frame within which family labour and its rewards
was organized, rather than the matrilineal segment? After all, it appears
that the conjugal family was not the usual unit of consumption. A husband
usually ate with his male matrikin rather than with his wife or wives and
children.!!

Arhin put forward an illuminating answer for the case of gold min-
ing. Private (commoner) gold miners needed secrecy, because they might
want to keep the larger nuggets instead of abiding by the law under which
such finds were to be surrendered to the state to be pulverized and taxed.
A miner would prefer to work with his own children rather than his sister’s
children precisely because the latter were his heirs: ‘for that reason, they
might betray an uncle who kept nuggets’.!* The chance of finding a par-
ticularly big nugget gave a special sharpness to the issue of trust among min-
ers. But liability to taxation or rent applied also in other extra-subsistence
activities. This consideration, though, was not relevant to most food-crop
production. Accordingly, Arhin’s idea can usefully be supplemented with
a more general explanation. In this context, it is arguable that the interests
of principal and agent were more closely aligned if the latter was the
former’s son rather than his sister’s son. The nephew was heir by right,
unconditionally. The son could hope to get decisive help from his father,
but only providing he worked for him faithfully and well.

Jack Goody hypothesized that the transmission of property from
parents to children is associated with ‘advanced agriculture’ and therefore
with a large surplus above what the producer can consume, whereas inher-
itance by brothers and nephews is associated with more backward agricul-
ture, yielding only small surpluses at best.'? In short, the more valuable the
legacy, the more tightly it is kept within the conjugal family.

Goody’s characterization of Sub-Saharan economies is too simple, as
far as Asante was concerned. While it is true that Asante agriculture did
not produce a big surplus until the adoption of cocoa (nor was there the
demand for one), the economy as a whole generated substantial ‘surplus’



174 Labour, Land and Capital in Ghana

in terms of exchange value: in the form of its extra-subsistence products
which, directly and indirectly, yielded sikz, money. This may help to
explain why Asante society was in a position intermediate—schematically,
if not necessarily historically—between the two points that Goody postu-
lated. Inheritance was formally and firmly matrilineal, but with the major
qualification that fathers could help sons during their lifetimes. We will
return to this at the end of the chapter.

B. The Gender Dimension of Slavery and Pawning

This section asks how the gender composition of the populations of mas-
ters, slaves and pawns, respectively, together with gender differentials in
the market value of slaves and pawns, affected the practice of slavery and
pawning. We also consider what our findings suggest about the motives
and mechanisms behind the recruitment of slaves and pawns. In particu-
lar it may help us evaluate the relative importance of the ‘reproductive’
roles (biological and social) of pawns compared to their roles in produc-
tion and trade. Let us first consider the gender composition of the owners
of slaves and holders of pawns; then discuss the uses to which slaves and
pawns were put; before examining the evidence about sex ratios and
market values of the slaves and pawns themselves.

We know that some women were specifically the owners or mistresses
of slaves and pawns, who served them as maids within the palace or home
and in farming. Yet it is clear that the overwhelming majority of both slaves
and pawns had male masters, even if the labour services of many of the
slaves and pawns may at times have been made available to free women.
Rattray was clear that a ‘woman might own her own slaves, purchased with
her own “money” . But while specific instances of male owners abound in
the individual cases I have found in the archives, specific instances of female
owners of slaves or holders of pawns are rare, though not non-existent. An
example of a female slave-owner was Yaa Bosuo, whose maid, Akosua Krah,
was purchased in the north as a girl, probably in about the early 1880s, and
brought to the village of Wioso apparently to join the Kumasi gyaasefoo,
where she lived with her mistress.!> We saw an instance of a woman pawn-
taker in Chapter 7—Atipimoa, ‘Princess of Mampon'—and there are other
known instances of women receiving—and also giving—pawns.

A necessary explanation for the male preponderance among holders
of slaves and pawns is the particular division of labour between free spouses
under which, as we have seen, men enjoyed the lion’s share of the purchasing
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and lending power. This, in turn, gave them most of the opportunities
for buying slaves and taking pawns. But this is unlikely to be a sufficient
explanation. For slaves and pawns offered specific advantages to men
in a polygamous and matrilineal society. These advantages, which will be
discussed shortly, would have constituted an extra incentive to men to use
their gold to acquire slaves and pawns: specifically female ones.

Both male and female slaves, and pawns, were available for subsis-
tence and extra-subsistence production. Adding more slaves or pawns of
either sex within the social framework of either a gyaase or a conjugal fam-
ily increased the labour force; while their gender, whichever it was, was
unlikely to make that labour force less flexible. Women as well as men
could farm or head-load; and while it was men who went underground,
women did much of the other work in gold acquisition and processing.!”
But given that most of the tasks performed by slaves and pawns were ones
in which output was partly a function of physical strength, while requir-
ing relatively little skill, one might expect that male labourers would, in
general, be preferred by prospective masters.

The uses of slaves and pawns in social and demographic reproduc-
tion were much more tightly ‘gendered’. Had Asante women been allowed
more than one husband this might have been different: but it is beyond
the scope of a study of factors of production to seek to explain why this
counterfactual was just that. Historically, compared to marriage with free
women, slavery and pawning offered free Asante men opportunities to
acquire more wives and children, at lower cost, and/or additional property
rights over wives and children. Polygamy is not a sufficient explanation of
this. Also crucial was the fact that the matrilineal system restricted fathers’
rights over their children. The details are important: let us consider pawn-
ing and slavery separately.

We saw in Chapter 7 that for male creditors pawning could be a
source of new wives—and thus of new children'®—and a means of greater
control over existing wives and children. Moreover, if a male creditor was
not married to his female pawn, he had the right to treat her as his con-
cubine, and to give her in marriage, generally to a nephew of his. Neither
action cancelled the debt."”

For free Asante men, slaves had even greater advantages than pawns
in the context of marriage, child-rearing and inheritance. For marriage to
a slave offered the only way by which a man in a matrilineal Akan society
could formally circumvent the limitations which matriliny imposed on
fathers’ rights in relation to their children. Terray put it precisely: for a free
man a boy born by a slave wife was ‘at once a son and a nephew’.?® One
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of Rattray’s informants in the Mampon area apparently remarked “You
will really like your slave wife the better[?] because she cannot go to her
abusua and call her children and your own [to follow her away from your
home]’.?! Rattray himself wrote that a man’s children by a wife who was
his own slave woman ‘were the only children over whom he had any
real authority’.?? It should be noted, however, that slavery itself could
limit the paternal rights of free men. If the wife was the slave of another
man, the children belonged to her master not her husband.” Slavery
extended the paternal rights of free men only where the father was himself
the slaveowner.

Slaves themselves, in practice, rarely enjoyed paternal rights. We
observed in Chapter 6 that few male slaves seem to have had the chance to
marry even a fellow slave. It should be remembered that, given polygamy,
this would not necessarily have much reduced the contribution of slaves to
the long-term growth of the population of Asante.

One would expect that the market value of property rights in male
and female slaves would reflect not only their productive and reproductive
uses but also the security of the property rights. The issue did not arise
with pawning; in that the pawn’s @busua had to provide a replacement if
the original pawn died or fled. No such guarantee existed for slaves. At
state level slaves could be a security problem, as we will see in the next
chapter. More relevant to individual slave-buyers’ decisions, however, was
the risk that a slave might run away. As we saw earlier, escapes were a real
problem for Asante slaveowners, especially after 1874. It is possible that
Asante authorities and people believed that female slaves were much less
likely than male slaves to rebel or escape. If so, this presumably reduced
the price they were willing to pay for male as opposed to female slaves. But
we have no direct evidence on this.

Analysis of the gender composition of slaves and pawns can add to
the evidence adduced in earlier chapters about the importance of labour
among the reasons why slaves and pawns were valued. If slaves and pawns
were valued by their masters solely for (largely manual) labour we would
expect that the majority of both would be males in their late teens and
twenties. If supply constraints prevented this, the pattern of demand would
be reflected in a high price premium for male slaves compared to female
ones, and in larger loans being given per male pawn than per female pawn.
If, in contrast, slaves and pawns were valued solely for ‘reproductive’ pur-
poses (in the broad sense used here) by those who bought and lent on
them, respectively, we would expect the overwhelming majority (perhaps
all) of both to be females in their late teens and twenties. Again, if this was
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prevented by supply inelasticities, the pattern of demand would be revealed
by much higher market values being placed on females than males.

According to an early secondary source, in the mid-nineteenth century,
“To supply the demand for women in Ashanti the surrounding country
must be greatly drained of its female population’. The author implied that
such was not the case for its male population.?* LaTorre cites an interview
in Amoafo, near Bekwai, for testimony that the tendency was for female
slaves imported from the north to be retained, whereas males were more
likely to be exported to the coast.”> Oral evidence from Adanse confirms
that slaves permanently imported into Asante were mostly female.? The
government’s annual report on Ashanti for 1898 implied that it had freed
a total of 25 boys and gitls from slave traders since either the invasion or
since the Basel Mission opened ‘a small slave home’, evidently during
1898, to which ‘we have been able to send all the children taken from slave
dealers’.”” Twenty-five women were also ‘sent’ there.?® It is possible, admit-
tedly, that some men too were freed from slave caravans but were recruited
into the colonial army or police rather than being sent to the missionaries’
‘slave home’. Even so, on balance it is reasonable to accept that the major-
ity of first-generation slaves in Asante were female. It is clear, however,
from numerous sources—some of which have been cited above in other
contexts—that first-generation male slaves were common too.

The Basel missionary Kiihne, on his release from Asante captivity in
1874, was reported to have remarked that * “the woman’ slave ‘is rather the
more valuable . . . to her master, being both a better worker and useful in
other ways, and therefore when slaves are given for sacrifice the men are
more often handed over”’.?” We have seen evidence that higher prices
were paid for female than for male slaves before 1874, but not by 1887.3
That there was a differential at one period but not later suggests that the
supply of female slaves may have risen, whether in response to the price
signal or, literally, by accident of war. On the argument formulated above,
the fact that female slaves were at a premium at one time is conclusive
evidence that the demand for slaves was by no means purely for directly-
productive labour. On the other hand, the search for such labour was an
important component of the demand for slaves: otherwise there would
have been probably no demand for male captives at all, let alone a later
period of equal prices.

It is hard to get an overview of the gender ratio among pawns. The
procedure followed here is to arrange all the cases of pawning for which
I had sufficient information to identify the gender of specific pawns in
the sequence in which the pawnings took place.’' A ‘case’ is defined as a
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distinct pawning transaction, involving one or more pawns, whether or
not the transaction later surfaced in our sources in isolation or together
with other cases, related or otherwise.?? The exact order is uncertain, but
the following statements seem to be reliable on the information available
so far. I have come across eleven such from the nineteenth century, of
which anything from one to three are from after the colonial occupation
of 1896. They yield a total of ten pawns identifiable as male* plus ten
pawns, two of whom may have been pawned twice, identifiable as
female.3* Of these, the latest three cases involved five male and five female
pawns (one of the latter possibly pawned twice, which would make six
pawnings of females).>> The sample is very small but it suggests, provi-
sionally, that in the nineteenth century male pawns were about as com-
mon as female ones. The statement by Armitage in 1905, when he was a
District Commissioner with several years experience in Asante, that pawns
are ‘usually’ male®® seems to have been at best out of date (as we will see
in Part Four). But it was not the absurdity that one might think after read-
ing Rattray’s description of the order of preference among pawn-giving
mmusua. This begins with the heads’ married sisters and nieces and con-
tinues with unmarried sisters and nieces before coming to nephews and
brothers.”” Conversely, Rattray may have been right that matrilineages
preferred to pawn female members. If this handful of known cases is
representative the most plausible inference is that creditors considered the
combined reproductive uses of pawns as less important than their services
in production and trade. On ‘price’, my only evidence for the nineteenth
century relates to a simultaneous pawning ‘before the 1900 war begar,
probably after the 1896 occupation, in which the sums loaned on each
person were the same.?

Taken together, the limited evidence points to the tentative conclu-
sion that there was little difference between the number, and the market
value, of male and female pawns in the precolonial nineteenth century. On
the argument above, this indicates that creditors valued pawns both for
their reproductive uses (otherwise male pawns were likely to have been
either more common or to have secured larger loans, or both) and for
their directly productive ones (otherwise male pawns would have been
non-existent or at least much less valuable than female ones). If Rattray
was right, there was a supply-side preference for pawning females. He may
have overstated the willingness of cash-scarce matrilineages to pawn female
members. By doing so they weakened the lineage’s own call upon the var-
ied output of the girls and women concerned.?” But to the extent that he
was correct, this supply-side bias would have been reinforced—given that
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the majority of slaves were female—Dby the fact that slaves were the main
available alternative to free matrikin as potential pawns. But the fragmen-
tary evidence is that such a bias was not reflected in the outcome, either in
terms of relative numbers of male and female slaves or (though this is espe-
cially tentative) in their market valuation. If it existed, the preference for
supplying females must have been met by a strong demand-side preference
for receiving males in pawn. This in turn suggests that, whereas slaves were
valued relatively equally for their reproductive and productive uses, pawns
were valued largely for their labour. The latter conclusion fits the observa-
tion, made in Chapter 7, about the implication of the apparent increase in
demand for pawns from 1896, in response to the colonial suppression of
the supply of new captives.

A likely explanation for this difference between the source of
demand for pawns and that for slaves is to be found in the security of the
specific property rights involved. Pawns could be redeemed at any time at
the initiative of the debtor. In contrast, a master had relatively secure legal
control over his slave as long as they both lived. Thus buying female slaves
as concubines or wives was a more secure investment than lending on
pawns for these purposes. The possibility of early redemption was much less
of a disadvantage in directly productive activities. Whereas a redeemed
pawn-mother was likely to take her children with her when she left,© the
value of a servant’s labour in farming or mining or trading during a given
year would not be made less valuable to the master if he or she was
redeemed the following year. Hence the preference for females as opposed
to males as pawns was likely to be less than the preference for females
rather than males as slaves.

This section has shown that the ‘reproductive’ uses of slaves and
pawns mattered as well as the directly ‘economic’” uses. The importance of
these social (and long-term economic) roles has been examined partly by
considering the market valuations of slaves and pawns. We have also seen
that the labour uses of both kinds of ‘unfree’ dependent also mattered
greatly to the masters. It might be thought that the fact that slaves turn out
to have been valued perhaps as much or even more for their social and
demographic potential as for their labour compromises the argument put
forward in the last chapter. On reflection, surely, the contrary is true. The
gap between the supply price of free and slave labour was wide as it was; but
without the premium contributed by the ‘reproductive’ value of slaves, it
would have been still wider. In other words, slave labour as such really was
vastly cheaper than regular free labour could have been at the same time: to
such an extent that the latter was—as yet—not an economic possibility.
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Conversely, the Asante case makes it necessary to question the widely-
accepted generalization that the majority of pawns in Africa were female.*!
Opverall, the section has shown that both the demand and supply sides of
slavery, and of pawning, had gender aspects with important consequences.
Relating this to the other major concern of this chapter, the fact that slaves
and pawns were held widely in Asante society, with the chiefs having
considerable concentrations of the former, raises a difficulty with Goody’s
thesis about African inheritance. For it demonstrates that relatively low
levels of agricultural surpluses did not necessarily mean an absence of
substantial wealth.



EXPLOITATION AND WELFARE:

CLASS AND “SOCIAL EFFICIENCY’ IMPLICATIONS
OF THE PROPERTY RIGHTS$ REGIME, 1807—1896

This chapter explores the implications of the pattern of rights and markets
in productive resources for the economic and demographic strategies of
individuals—differentiated as they were by rank. Slavery and pawning, as
the major means of acquiring extra-familial resources, were crucial to the
prospects of demographic and economic accumulation by commoners,
and were important also for the wealth of chiefs. Section A relates com-
moners and chiefs’ acquisition and use of slaves and pawns to their respec-
tive patterns of demographic and economic accumulation. Section B reviews
the evidence about the degrees and forms of accommodation, resistance
and conflict involved in the social relations of production, and reflects on
the implications for the evolution of the economy.

A. Imperfect Markets and Unequal Masters

Those factor markets which existed were highly ‘imperfect’ not only in the
sense that they were based partly on coercion, but also in that some of the
participants had extra-economic rights which gave them powerful privi-
leges compared to ordinary free commoners (‘free’ in the sense of being
neither slaves nor pawns). Thus while the acquisition of more labour was
the generic key to expansion, alike for a commoner household or for a
major chief, the distribution of specific social categories of labour, such as
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free wives, pawns and slaves, not to mention the right to corvée, was very
unequal even among the free male population. This section examines and
compares the options for, and constraints upon, the acquisition of pro-
ductive resources that faced free commoners and chiefs respectively, and
illustrates the paths of accumulation that some of them followed.

Commoners

We saw in Chapter 5 that access to cultivable land was not a problem for
free subjects of an Asante chieftaincy, while access to gold or other valu-
able resources found in the forest was also easy enough, providing the
required portion of the proceeds was paid to the stool. For working capi-
tal, sons could ask their maternal uncles and especially their fathers; while
daughters could presumably ask mothers. As will be evident by now,
fathers were much more likely to be able to oblige on a scale sufficient to
enable the child to start an independent career. We have seen that it was
normal for fathers to help sons in this way; though, as will be further illus-
trated below, a father might respond to a particular request by telling his
son to make the most of what he already had. Credit might be obtained
without collateral, especially if a relative or patron was willing to act as
surety. For most people, however, to get a large loan it was necessary to
provide a pawn. If the borrower himself or herself became the pawn, the
chances of being able to accumulate significant wealth in the long term
must have been small. To use pawning as a means to acquire working
capital for economic expansion it was essential to have dependents avail-
able to pawn.

In this capital- and labour-scarce economy the ‘critical path’ to accu-
mulation, on however modest or however grand a scale, lay through suc-
cessive acquisitions of dependents: as potential means to obtain loans and,
above all, as sources of labour. This economic climb was simultaneously a
social climb: the assets required were the same, as will be elaborated later.
The major social categories of such human resources were pawns, slaves
and free spouses which, as it was men who had the main opportunities for
self-enrichment, usually meant wives.

By default, the opportunity to acquire labour by lending on pawns
was more important within the commoners’ repertoire of instruments of
self-enrichment than it was within that of chiefs.! For commoners lacked
direct access to two of the sources of new slaves: prisoners taken by the
Asante army and captives sent in tribute to Kumasi. But they could obtain
pawns easily enough if they had the money. Hence commoners seeking
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labour might look first to the acquisition of pawns rather than slaves. Again,
it is a reasonable assumption that pawning was of greater relative importance
to those acquiring unfree labour on a small scale than to those acquiring
it on a large scale. We noted in Part Two that whereas slavery was an effec-
tive means of mobilizing relatively large concentrations of labour (though
it was not always so used), pawning was probably usually dispersed.
Masters might capture or buy slaves in multitudes, stoolholders might
pawn or sell the political control of villages amongst themselves, but
debtors usually (though not always) approached creditors offering pawns
in ones and twos. In so far as the increase in kola nut exports (in the early
nineteenth century) and the advent of the rubber trade (during the last
quarter of the century) gave new opportunities to smaller producers,
pawnship was a major means by which they could take advantage of them.
Based on fieldwork in the early 1960s in the Bechem-Techimentia area,
Arhin emphasized the importance of pawn labour there in ‘collecting,
carrying and selling kola nuts” in the Asante northern trade in the last quar-
ter of the nineteenth century.?

Commoners with cash could also exploit the indebtedness created by
fines imposed in the chiefs’ courts. Early in the colonial period in Gyaman,
once a tributary state of the Asante kingdom, there was said to be an
unholy alliance of chiefs wielding their power to fine and rich men using
their lending power, the two parties conniving to extract pawns from
hapless travellers.> In Asante too commoners with money to lend took
advantage of the opportunities created by litigation in order to obtain
pawns. It was a general characteristic of the Asante political economy that
both chiefs and commoners readily exploited the interaction of coercion
and the market to accumulate wealth.

In addition, commoners might hope to derive indirect benefit from
chiefs’ privileged access to captives via patronage or private sale.
Negotiating with the British in 1896 the Omanhene of Bekwai indicated
as much: ‘The King [omanhene] had a number of young slave girls that
he was now going to give to his young men as wives’.”> Much more impor-
tantly, to judge from the weight of evidence, commoners were free to use
the other means of recruiting slaves, namely buying them in the market.
Indeed, as we saw in Chapter 6, commoner ownership of slaves seems
to have been very widespread. This may well have been primarily a
nineteenth-century phenomenon. Until 1807 at least it had been easy for
the state to sell any slaves surplus to chiefs’ requirements into the lucrative
Atlantic trade, rather than to private Asante purchasers.® During the next
few decades the latter option largely dried up and, as we have seen, the
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price of slaves fell at first and then only partly recovered,” making it less
lucrative to re-export slaves and cheaper for Asante purchasers to acquire
them. There is much evidence of individuals and matrilineages buying
slaves in the ‘transit markets’ where Asante forest-dwellers traded with
savanna merchants. Given that slaves were being widely purchased, it is
likely that a high proportion of them were bought by commoners as chiefs
had the monopoly of the other sources, tribute and warfare. Besides
lower prices, these purchases appear to have reflected—and reinforced—
substantial net accumulation of wealth among commoners in the 1807-96
era as a whole.®

Obrtaining pawns could lead to the acquisition of slaves, and slave-
ownership (whether or not preceded or accompanied by pawn-taking)
could enable a young man to acquire the means to marry. Again using his
oral sources, Arhin stated for the Bechem-Techimentia area during ‘the
twilight of the Ashanti kingdom’ that ‘the use of pawns in the kola trade
was the quickest way towards the acquisition of slaves. Enterprising men
invested in pawns, expanded their trade in kola, and thereby acquired
more slaves, who made an even greater contribution for the owner.” A rare
account of the career path of an individual commoner before the colonial
occupation is to be found among a set of autobiographical ‘marriage
histories’ collected by the Ashanti Social Survey in the mid-1940s. In
recalling his youth, Kofi Pusuo was clearly referring to the late pre-colonial
period before the new British administration made the importation of new
slaves from the north illegal and increasingly hazardous.

When I reached the age of Puberty, I expressed to my father the need to get
married. My father put the matter before my family and when they asked me
of my Capital ‘Dwetiri’ I told them I had £8. My father told me that was too
small a capital to marry with. He then instructed me to trade in Kola and
travel to the North to buy a slave with my own money before he would allow
me to marry any girl I chose. I consented to fathers words bought a male
slave . . . Once again father asked of the value of my wealth and I told him I
had one slave 5 cover cloths and £5. He said that it was still insufficient to
secure me a wife and therefore gave me a year more to work strenuously to
increase my Capital before I married. By the end of the year I had increased
my wealth with extra £10 and 10 cover cloths. He praised me for my inde-
fatigable efforts and later laid hold on a gitl and presented her to me as a wife.
He performed all the marriage rites and ceremonies on behalf of the girl for
me and gave me extra present in the form of money to marry the girl. “0b22
fotod maa me’ [You established a foundation for me’].

Two years afterwards I was able to buy 2 other slaves . . .!°
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In passing, let us note that the fact that bridewealth evidently much
exceeded the price of a slave further reinforces the conclusion, reached in
Chapter 8, that slavery greatly reduced the cost of obtaining labour.

On marriage, Bowdich observed in 1817 that “Though polygamy is
tolerated to such an excess amongst the higher orders . . . Most of the
lower order of freemen have but one wife . . .’!! For reasons noted above
it is likely that as the century went on higher proportions of commoners
acquired sufficient wealth to marry and even marry again; and if it was
difficult or expensive to obtain an Asante wife, an imported captive might
provide an alternative. Further, we have noted that commoners who made
fortunes tended to be given public honours and offices. The privileges
accompanying their titles would include entitlement to elevated compen-
sation fees from anyone committing adultery with one of their wives.'?

Finally, a comment on the specific significance of slavery compared
to other means of acquiring additional labour. Those commoners who
increased their wealth relative to the population as a whole evidently tended
to expand their households through pawning and marrying, as often as
they could afford. In this context, however, and despite their lack of priv-
ileged access to supplies of captives, slavery had three crucial features.
First, whereas the acquisition of a wife or a pawn required that there be a
willing or needy partner (in the form of a matrilineage as much as an indi-
vidual) ready to make the deal, an Asante with the necessary money could
probably rely on being able to obtain a slave when he wanted one from the
market. Second, slave-buying was the form of investment in people which
gave the investor the greatest control over the dependent person. Third,
short of waiting for the next indigenous generation to mature, the import
of captives was the only way in which commoner households as a whole
(or indeed Asante principals generally) could expand their labour forces
significantly rather than simply redistributing them.

Chiefs

Chiefs had privileged powers over both land and labour. Control over the
allocation of cultivable land was not yet of much significance for the accu-
mulation of wealth. Chiefs’ rights over other natural resources gave them a
rental income: when they allowed other principals to dig gold or tap rubber,
for example. But in terms of the mobilization of productive resources, their
most meaningful advantages in this period were their privileged rights over
labour. Besides being able to call upon the occasional services of their sub-
jects through corvée, they had the regular services of their slaves and, to a
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lesser extent, those of the descendants of previous generations of slaves.
Chiefs (of all kinds) also enjoyed major advantages in access to new cap-
tives. Besides their monopolies of war (and raiding) and tribute as sources
of nmonksfoo, they even had a head start in the import trade in captives.
For state traders had the privileges of freedom from road tolls and the
right of annual first access to the markets where slaves were offered for sale
to Asantes. Admittedly—and significantly—this privilege was shared with
their free porters, as noted above.'? But in most years a group of the latter
would have had to combine their receipts in order to afford a slave from
the proceeds of the kola they carried on top of the chief’s loads. In 1817 a
single ‘basket” of kola nuts could furnish the price of a slave: but after that
prices were much higher.!* In respect of pawns they had no particular priv-
ileges, beyond the fact that their judicial power gave them opportunities to
induce a supply of pawns which commoners lacked: court fines and fees
bred debts and therefore offers of pawns.!> Chiefs and their senior officials
also often had sufficient cash to provide the loans to meet the financial
exigencies that their courts had created.'®

The acquisition of slaves and pawns, respectively and collectively,
offered different possibilities for chiefs than for commoners, and—
relatedly—for large-scale than for small-scale users of labour. Despite
scale-neutrality in production it is possible to draw a qualitative distinc-
tion between, on the one hand, the addition of a few slaves to a workforce
that otherwise comprised members of the principal’s conjugal and perhaps
matrilineal family, and on the other, the use of slaves on a large scale and
in concentrated form. This is one way of formulating the distinction between
domestic and chiefly slavery.

It is reasonable to assume that the period during which chiefs had their
highest share of all slaves in Asante was the ‘long century’ of, generally,
Asante imperial expansion and military success from 1701 until 1807 and,
to a lesser extent, until the 1831 treaty with Britain. For in this era, pre-
cisely because of the frequent military success, fighting and tribute were
presumably the main sources of slaves imported into Asante.!” Conversely,
in this period commoners would have been most dependent on pawning
(and marrying additional free wives) rather than slavery for additional
labour. Describing his visit of 1817, Bowdich referred to:

... those slaves, who, to prevent famine and insurrection, had been
selected (from that fettered multitude which could no longer be driven off
to the coast directly they arrived at the capital), to create plantations in the
more remote and stubborn tracts'®
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Thus it seems that chiefs” slave-holding increased when its opportunity
cost was reduced by the closing of the Atlantic slave market.” It is likely
that slave ownership by the political elite at least continued unabated until
1873. Indeed, it may well have increased, as tribute, war and (if necessary)
purchase replenished the stock of first-generation recruits to the gyaasefoo.
But this would have been an increase in absolute terms only, because it
seems clear that the chiefs share of slave acquisitions became much less
monopolistic after 1807. For, as we have seen, the 1807-96 era saw wide-
spread importation of captives by commoners.

Chiefs were able—and were expected—to have multiple wives. In
Asante adultery was conceived as an offence against property rights: the
theft of a husband’s rights by another man. If the offended husband was a
commoner this was considered a private matter (efiesemz) and the legal
damages were relatively modest. A ‘poor man’ would receive 75 per cent
of the marriage payment (bridewealth) he had paid (one and a half ackies
compared to two), plus a pot of wine, on Bowdich’s evidence.?’ But the
cuckolding of a chief was considered an offence against the state (oman
akyiwadee) and he would receive ten times the bridewealth he had paid
(ten peredwan compared to one).?! Thus marriage payments could yield
handsome returns in adultery fees: but, as Allman has emphasized, only
for chiefs.”” Some of them seem to have responded to the incentive that
the law created to encourage ‘unfaithfulness’ among their wives in order to
increase their incomes.?

Like commoners, chiefs could accumulate. People seeking high office
were enjoined to do so, as Bowdich remarked in a much-quoted passage:

It is a frequent practice of the King’s, to consign sums of gold to the care of
rising captains, without requiring them from them for two or three years,
at the end of which time he expects the captain not only to restore the prin-
cipal, but to prove that he has acquired sufficient of his own, from the use
of it, to support the greater dignity the King would confer on him. If he
has not, his talent is thought too mean for further elevation. Should he
have no good traders amongst his dependents, (for if he has there is no dif-
ficulty) usury and worse resources are countenanced, and thought more
creditable than a failure, ascribed to want of talent rather than to a regard
of principle.?

Unlike commoners, chiefs had the privilege of being allowed to
sacrifice their slaves on appropriate occasions. Freeman ‘ascertained from
an Ashantee . . . that the common people are 7ot ar liberty to sacrifice
their slaves for the dead without the consent of the king, and the king
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seldom gives them that liberty.® Paradoxical though it may be in strictly
secular terms, the destruction of labour-power entailed in such killing was
as much a part—albeit part of the finale—of a successful career as the
acquisition of wives and slaves was during a chief-entrepreneur’s lifetime.
It was considered essential that a notable should be able to maintain his or
her status in the afterlife. As in this life, the instrument of such status, and
a measure of it, was the number of subordinates who accompanied the
personage.?®

From the perspective of a mourner who offered some of his or her
own slaves as oblates, again, there is not necessarily a paradox about the
‘voluntary’ destruction of valuable workers. Such an act was intended,
precisely, to cost something: in the broader sense of the English word, to
be a sacrifice indeed. The leading mourners could not be seen—and
would not want—to be ‘cheap’ themselves, as they would be if they stinted
in honouring the dead. The son of a major Kumasi chief took his own life
because he could not afford slaves for killing in his father’s honor.”’
Moreover, those killed were understood to be joining the revered ancestor
as servants: thus their services were not being wasted, only transferred.
Besides the selfless imperative to do right by the deceased, for some heirs
there may also have been the self-interested consideration that the good-
will of the dead was of material importance to the continued well-being
of those who survived.

It was possible to have condemned criminals put to death rather
than slaves. Indeed, Wilks has pointed out that in the late 1840s, at least,
it was possible to buy slaves in Kumasi ‘solely for slaughter at “customs”’. The
vendor must have been the state, and it is a reasonable assumption that the
slaves concerned were nkyere (sg., akyere)—those already under sentence of
death for crimes of whatever sort*® or perhaps for being ‘troublesome or
useless’ to their master.”” Generally, it seems that a hard-working odonko
was at much less risk than an akyere.’® That the state would not allow most
subjects to sacrifice slaves even if they wanted to do so, and that it allowed
condemned criminals to be sold for funerals, can be seen as circumstantial
evidence of a policy of trying to limit the slaughter of productive, obedi-
ent slaves. Kiihne’s reported statement (quoted above) about masters
retaining female rather than male slaves was couched in similar terms. It
is interesting to note that there are tentative indications that the incidence
of slaves being killed at funerals in the first half of the nineteenth century
varied inversely with the price of slaves.’! If so, this would suggest that
when working slaves became particularly valuable in economic terms, some
owners at least became less willing to select them for funerary killing. To
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imagine that slave owners would give up only slaves who were in some
sense surplus to their own current requirements would be to fail to allow
that they took their beliefs seriously. But the evidence suggests that such
beliefs were tempered with a degree of present-centred time preference or
even secular pragmatism.

Conclusion: Unequal Masters and Socially Differentiated Sources
of Labour

Commoners depended for extra-familial labour essentially on a (highly
imperfect) market, on buying and lending, whereas chiefs might obtain it
through the non-market means of tribute, capture or corvée. A major
proposition put forward in this section is that pawns were more important
for commoners and for the heavily overlapping category of smaller users
of labour than they were for chiefs and the heavily overlapping category of
larger users of labour. For all categories of masters of dependent labour,
though, the availability of imported captives was crucial in that it eased
the constraint imposed on their collective search for labour by the (at any
given time) fixed size of the indigenous population. This included raising
the number of potential pawns, in that borrowers occasionally resorted to
pawning slaves.??

B. Welfare, Productivity, Exploitation and Resistance

This aim of this section is to synthesize and pursue the implications of the
foregoing for the issues of accumulation, exploitation and ‘social efficiency’.
From both marxist and ‘new institutionalist’ perspectives the history of
property and markets in the factors of production in the Asante kingdom
would appear to involve much extraction of surplus or economic rent. The
recipients were men, masters of slaves and pawns, and chiefs; the losers were
commoner women, pawns and above all slaves. But there are other sides
to the issue.

As a preliminary, it is important to note that some state interven-
tions in property rights can be seen as examples of pareto-optimal inter-
vention. In Agogo—the evidence is from the 1910s but it is hard to see
why it should have been an innovation—the chief set the start and finish
of the snail-gathering and bat-hunting seasons. No-one was allowed to
engage in either activity except during the periods when the chief specifi-
cally authorized it. In the case of snails, at least, this was apparently to
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ensure that the stock of snails could replenish itself through unmolested
egg-laying.?> Thus we see the state—or this chieftaincy—acting not as a
self-interested exploiter of subjects but as an impartial referee, limiting
competition to ensure that all had something to hunt in the future.

More directly relevant is the observation that African forms of slavery
and debt bondage have also been seen as comparatively benign. Most
notably, the functionalist position, strongly urged by Igor Kopytoff and
Suzanne Miers, is that African slave systems were essentially social rather
than economic institutions, designed not to exploit labour but to absorb
strangers. The assimilative character of such systems is seen as proof of this.>
In Norman Klein’s view, ‘Domestic servitude was . . . a legitimizing door-
way into Akan matriliny’, though he emphasized that this did not apply
to ‘state slavery’.?> Again, from the perspective of ‘history from below” one
might ask whether the exploited were able to offer resistance,’° and whether
such resistance or the threat of it led masters to make the institution less
oppressive.”” This final section first presents the claims and evidence for
seeing slavery and pawnship in Asante as relatively mild forms of subordi-
nation. We then consider the other side of the story, and go on to discuss
the issue of resistance. In concluding we reflect on the implications of these
institutions for the economy as a whole.

Slavery and Pawning as Mechanisms of Social Integration

Consistent with the functionalist tradition, Rattray interpreted the Asante
pawnship system, awowast, primarily in terms of kinship. Indeed, much of
the practice and even more of the ideology of pawning was consistent with
matrilineal ideology. Thus the right of chiefs to pawn subjects who were
not also their kin was justified or rationalized by analogy between the
chief’s position and that of a lineage head.’® The context of kinship oblig-
ations does much to explain why, although slaves could be pawned, both
borrowers and lenders apparently preferred to pawn their kinsfolk rather
than slaves.?> One of Rattray’s informants told him that a slave was more
likely to run away from the creditor than was a member of one’s abusua,
who would feel a family obligation to stay until the family could repay
the debt.* The general principle of mutual responsibility extended to the
obligations of men toward their wives and children, or rather, toward the
in-laws. It was ‘considered disgraceful’ for a man to refuse to accept his
wife or child in pawn.*! More widely still, it was considered the duty of
those who could afford a loan to assist impecunious kin by accepting
pawns. An Asante saying ran ‘okaniba na ode ka, “the good citizen is he
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who assumes debts” .42 In 1908 the chief and elders of the town of Manso
Nkwanta, petitioning the colonial government against proposals to pro-
hibit pawning, insisted that the institution was essential to the welfare of
the poor. Abolition, they predicted, would mean that:

... for instance a poor man may contract debts and he will go after a rich-
man for a loan, he will simply tell him to bring a man to secure, the poor
man will tell the richman, that I get no one to secure me, the richman will
refuse to give him such loan and tell him to [go a]way, and by that will
induce the poor man to do himself some harm, if such things occurs [sic]
in our districts it . . . will ruin us to the last.*?

There were accepted constraints on the treatment of pawns by masters.
Rattray was told in 1925 that ‘If the master treats the pawns badly, the
pawn can tell his abusua that they must redeem him in say a year or he
will run away. If he runs away his abusua [are] not responsible so long as
he does not run back to them’.* Rattray noted that the creditor had to pay
for the search,?> and could not claim his money for at least a year.*® Should
the pawn commit suicide, ‘the creditor became responsible for all the
funeral expenses, and the debt was also cancelled’.¥

The first generation of colonial administrators of Asante, opposing
pressure from their superiors for abolitionist actions, offered descriptions
of slavery which anticipated the functionalist position.*® According to
Armitage, ‘“These natives on entering their “master’s” house immediately
become one of the family and usually adopt the family name. They work
in the interests of the family and share in it’s [sic] success and prosperity.’
Again, ‘The Chief wife of Kofi Yami, the “Head Linguist” of Bekwai is a
“slave”, but he leaves her in sole charge of the house and property when
he is absent, and she is free to go where she likes.”®’ Rattray emphasized
the slave’s status as a legal person and a potential property-owner who
‘ultimately might become heir to his master® (though the latter seems
unlikely in practice, given the prior claims of both matrikin and children).
Owners seem also to have been expected to contribute to the funeral
expenses of slaves, cheap as slave funerals usually were.”! There is a case of
this from the village of Dominase, in Amansie, in 1931. An owner, Kwesi
Kyei, was unhappy at having to borrow £10 for the funeral of the sister of
a male slave in apparent fulfilment of this obligation: his dissatisfaction
evidently arising because the latter was at that very time asserting his free-
dom (while the district commissioner had refused to permit the owner to
receive head-money in compensation).>? That this contribution was seen
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as an obligation suggests that it was not an innovation, a concession of the
era of emancipation. Finally, in the words of Bowdich, “The good treat-
ment of slaves is in some degree provided for, by the liberty they have of
dashing or transferring themselves to any freeman; whom they enjoin to
make them his property by invoking his death if he does not.”>® The new
master was obliged to recompense the old.>*

For people of slave descent the Asante form of slavery was assimilative
to a degree, a practice founded legally on the prohibition against revealing
another person’s social origins.”> Wilks considered that ‘within a genera-
tion or two’ people of slave descent were accepted as ordinary citizens or
subjects.’® LaTorre, citing a wider range of sources, concluded that ‘two
generations secems a reasonable estimate’.”” The point is that, under the
rules in force in the nineteenth century, owners’ property rights in slaves
were gradually attenuated over the generations but never formally abol-
ished. Conversely, even today, people of slave descent, at one level because
of their social origin as kinless outsiders, have no customary right to
occupy a stool.”® Presumably this might not apply to descendants of a
slave man and a free woman, who would be full members of the latter’s
abusua, but evidently (given the rarity of such unions) such descendants
were rare. Gradual and incomplete though the process of assimilation is,
it has been to a large extent a reality over the last century,” albeit helped
by the decline of first-generation slavery in the colonial period. Even in
the nineteenth century, some exceptional former slaves and descendants of
slaves performed—and were allowed to perform—feats of social mobility.
Some became regents—not holders—of long-established matrilineal
stools, while others occupied state offices, rewarded by the grant of ‘service
stools’ created by the Asantehene.”’ In the words of a later Asantehene, the
Gyaasehene Opoku Frefre (d.1826) ‘“had no family. He was a slave. But
Opoku Frefre became very rich and he did many services for the
Asanthene . . .”” as general and as his major administrator. One of his sons
became Saanahene (treasurer) to an Asantehene. Another was Adu Bofo,
the general who led the invasion of Ewe territory in 1869.%!

Finally in this sub-section let us return to pawning. If the function-
alist view of awowasi was that its rules and practice was shaped by the per-
vasive matrilineal ideology and organization of Akan society, an oral
tradition noted in the Fortes Papers points to another angle. This tradition
purports to explain how and why the society adopted matrilineal inheri-
tance. Abu, a long-ago chief of Adanse, ‘wanted to mortgage his son’, but
his wife ‘entirely refused’. So ‘he begged his sister, Aso, who sacrificed one
of her sons’ to this end. In due course Abu ‘rewarded his sister and her sor’
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by changing the ‘custom that sons should inherit their fathers’, ruling that
in the future sister’s sons should inherit their uncles. “This is the custom
still followed by the Akan people’, noted Fortes’s informant. He added
that “We do not know whether this story is true or not.*? Besides showing
that human pawning was at least believed to be a very long-standing practice
in Asante, the tradition suggests that the direction of causality in the
relationship between pawning and matrilineal kinship was not simply
from the latter to the former.

Slavery and Pawning as Instruments of Exploitation

We have seen that there were consensual elements in Asante pawnship and
assimilative elements in Asante slavery. However, this does not contradict
the proposition that these institutions enabled principals to acquire labour
beyond the limits of a free domestic labour-force composed very largely of
their own individual efforts plus the services provided by free members of
their conjugal family. Chapter 8 showed that coercion was indispensable
if additional regular labour was to be secured at a cost which most Asante
principals could profitably bear. By this token, big economic rents were
extracted from slaves and pawns.

However the debtors and pawns fared, and while recognising that
social obligation was often a motive for rich men to accept pawns, it is
clear that lending money and taking pawns, not to mention acquiring
nnonkdfod, were (or in the case of pawning were also) mechanisms of
further self-enrichment. Asante was a polity that honoured (as well as taxed)
self-enrichment, notably with the award of titles and even authority.®> In
this society wealth was defined in ways to which pawnship was particu-
larly pertinent. The Asante notion of wealth was closely linked to that of
hierarchy, and the goods that were most valued were those that could dis-
play rank® and, sumptuary laws permitting, contribute towards upward
social mobility. Gold was ‘the most evident measure of a citizen’s wealth’,®
and pawns and slaves could contribute to its acquisition directly through
labour in trade and mining, and indirectly through performing agricul-
tural and domestic tasks that freed other labour for the task of getting
more stka (gold, money). Furthermore, in an economy in which labour
was scarce in relation to land, wealth and power could also be measured
by the acquisition of dependent people.®®

A distinction should be made here between the implications of the
social origins of pawns and slaves, respectively, for the pattern of accumu-
lation and inequality within Asante. Whereas most slaves were foreign, the
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majority of pawns were born in Asante, and we have seen that the major-
ity appear to have been recruited apparently from the ‘free” subjects of the
Asantehene. In this respect pawning had distinct implications for social
inequality within Asante. In so far as pawning operated as a social insur-
ance mechanism it may have helped poorer matrilineages survive. But in
so far as it enabled richer lines to get richer, and richer individuals to
advance their careers, it may have been a source of cumulative inequality.
This is particularly so because, as radical critics of interlocked factor mar-
kets observe, such deals often make it harder for the borrower to clear the
debt.?” With pawning, the debtor lost the services of the pawn, to that
extent reducing his chances of being able to repay the loan.

The low status of slaves, and their physical vulnerability within the laws
of the state, will be clear from the discussions above. The status of pawns was
not as low as that of slaves, but that is about as much as can be said for it. In
Rattray’s fieldnotes the statement appears that ‘No disgrace attaches to [a]
person who is [an] awowa in Ashanti’.®® Yet this is hardly consistent with
a statement by Rattray’s own informant K. Sapon (formerly head of the
Mampon stool traders), that his pawned niece’s creditor-husband ‘dare not
call her awowa’.®

Whether the pawns themselves were willing or unwilling, it is hard to
see them as beneficiaries of this interlocked factor market. As individuals,
they were not necessarily party to the pawning decision, and their interests
were likely to be subordinate to those of the elders on either side. After all,
in the Asante ideology of pawning equivalence was defined in terms not of
individual but of family property. Thus when an abusua needed a loan the
person offered as a pawn did not need to be the person who had incurred
the debt.”” Indeed, by the nature of the institution, the pawns were poor
(otherwise they could have redeemed themselves) and dependent on elders
or masters.”! An example of pawning virtually perpetuating itself is that of
the woman Atta who was mentioned above as being pawned twice during
the late nineteenth century. The Mampon royal family claimed that her sec-
ond ‘pawning’ was actually outright sale to themselves, of herself and her
children, though this was much disputed by her son. Either way, she gave
birth to a boy and a girl each of whom was later pawned separately. The girl
herself mothered a daughter who was pawned.”? Generally, if a pawn’s abusua
fell into deeper debt, the pawn might find herself or himself sold out of the
matrilineage altogether, as a slave.”? This fate was also an ultimate sanction
open to an abusua against a member who repeatedly got them into debt.”*
As for imported slaves, if one was sold, she or he reached the very bottom of
the Asante social ladder, forced to do the hardest and dirtiest jobs.”
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Part of the exploitative potential of pawning was illustrated by a case
early in the colonial period, before pawning was prohibited. One evening,
apparently in 1904, one Yaw Donkor entered the small town of Abodom,
in Amansie, accompanied by ‘my small daughter’. Evidently a stranger
to the place, he asked a group of bystanders the way to the latrine. When
Donkor returned, one of them accused him of having ‘done wrong
because I bid him good evening before going to [the] latrine’. Given that
Donkor would have greeted the locals before asking them directions, it is
plausible that he was technically in breach of the taboo against addressing
anyone on one’s way to the latrine. His accuser persisted, and both parties
were brought before the chief of Abodom who fined Donkor £11/15/-.
‘I had no money . . . so they[?] told me to borrow the money & put my
daughter in pawn which I had to do, with Linguist [chief’s spokesman]
Kofi Interesu, who said that the interest would be £3’. Donkor com-
plained to the District Commissioner, who reduced his debt to £4.76

Resistance and Opposition to Slavery and Pawning

Resistance may be collective or individual. In the case of slavery in
nineteenth-century Asante evidence of the former—more precisely, of the
possibility of it—comes from the second decade of the century while
specific cases of the latter are known from later decades. This is explicable
as follows. The possibility of widespread disorder by slaves, and perhaps
even a revolt, seemed most real when the state found itself with the prob-
lem of absorbing very large numbers of newly-imported captives, during
the closing of the Atlantic slave market. By the 1840s the closure was
complete, as far as Asante was concerned, but an internal answer had been
found to the question of how to respond to the continuing availability of
new slaves. Meanwhile, however, Asante had lost military control over the
coastal region. This made it less difficult for slaves to escape from Asante
and seek emancipation in the territory under British control. This became
even more so after the 1873-74 war with the consolidation of British
authority in the Gold Coast Protectorate followed by the abolition of slav-
ery as a legal status within it.

The above-mentioned Opoku Frefre, ‘the treasurer and chief favourite’
of Asantehene Osei Bonsu,”” emphasised to the Bowdich mission in 1817
that slaves retained in Asante (as opposed to being sold into the Atlantic
slave trade) were liable to revolt.”® Bowdich maintained that the law which
was proclaimed in his presence against pilfering by state officials, thereby
strengthening the property rights of slaves and other poor people, would
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not have happened without the political influence of some of the slaves
themselves.

This law protected them effectually; but, probably, had not that body,
whose whispered remonstrances induced it, been made more formidable by
the incorporation of a part of that surplus of foreign slaves the abolition
had created, so arbitrary a government would never have accorded it.”?

By ‘incorporation’ of some slaves Bowdich evidently meant that some had
been given positions at the Asantehene’s court. In the next paragraph he
wrote that:

The foreign slaves will naturally find advocates in those of their brethren,
which are not a few, who from talent, devotedness, or policy have become
confidential favorites [sic] of the Kings and Chiefs, who reckon on them as
a protection against any sudden gust of sedition amongst their impatient
subjects.®

Consistently with all this, Norman Klein has interpreted the dispersal of
the un-exportable slaves around rural Asante as a strategy for diffusing the
threat of such a revolt.3! A degree of caution is in order. In their dealings
with Bowdich’s mission, the main aim of Asantehene Osei Bonsu’s gov-
ernment seems to have been to try to persuade the British government to
reverse its ban on slave buying by British subjects, or at least to allow ships
from other countries to continue to buy. This was the context of Opoku
Frefre’s discourse quoted above. It was also, literally, the Asantehene’s last
word to Bowdich, contained in a message sent after him when he had set
off from Kumasi back to the coast.? It is possible that the Asantehene’s
chief official stressed the risk of a slave revolt in the hope that the British
would fear that an uprising would have a political outcome, such as anar-
chy, which they might regard as worse than having a powerful inland
neighbour for themselves and their allies on the coast. As for the dispersal
of slaves, we have seen that there is a sufficient economic explanation for
it: to put them to most use, as producers of kola and gold. It is important
to note that, contrary to Klein, there is no evidence that the policy—more
precisely, the spontaneous practice of numerous slave owners —was new
in 1817.

Yet the notion that the state sought consciously to avoid a slave revolt
or other widespread difficulties in controlling slaves cannot be dismissed.
It is possible that the Asantehene was being straightforward rather than
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disingenuous to the British representatives. His relations with Britain had
not been so good as to exclude the possibility that the British might have
welcomed the disruption or even collapse of his regime. Again, the fact
that the law was proclaimed in Bowdich’s presence may have been a
foreign relations exercise; but this would not mean that the law itself
was not real. The likelihood is reinforced by the fact that, as Bowdich
and his colleagues found from uncomfortable personal experience, even in
Kumasi itself the poor were by no means under the constant control of the
authorities.

The insolence of the lower orders here becomes insufferable, they
proceeded even to pelting us with stones; after every effort on our part to
conciliate them by the exhibition of the telescope and other novelties.[!] As
may be expected in a military government, they are beyond the King’s
control, out of the field. He declared however, that he would behead any

man [ would point out to him. . . .8

To judge from this, the government had reason to try to ensure that those
at the bottom of the social hierarchy were not needlessly provoked.

Perhaps it succeeded. There is no evidence for later years of a simi-
lar level of concern by the rulers about how to control the slave popula-
tion as a whole, nor was there a slave revolt. The grievances of slaves do
not figure in the documented motives for the rising against Asantehene
Mensa Bonsu in 1883.%

The absence of a slave revolt is perhaps not surprising. It would have
been extremely difficult for slaves by themselves to come together in
numbers large enough to make much impact on the forces of the state.
Meanwhile, the descendants of slaves, at least, had a status that gave them
some stake within their local communities: especially as they were typi-
cally born of free fathers as well as slave mothers. In contrast, for an indi-
vidual or a small group of slaves to try to escape was feasible, though
dangerous and difficult given that their chances of getting to their own
distant homes were usually remote indeed. We saw earlier that Musa
Dagarti took refuge in the Gold Coast after his master had threatened his
life, by saying that he would exchange him for a prisoner condemned to
be killed at a funerary rite.®> Some earlier (pre-1874) runaways gave essen-
tially the same reason for their actions. In these cases, though, they needed
to persuade the British not to submit to the Asante government’s demands
that they be returned.®® This imperative may have led them to dramatise
their plight, as for them to plead simply that they were fleeing captivity
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might well have been insufficient, given that slavery was not yet illegal in
the Gold Coast.

There are at least three recorded cases of pawns running away from
their masters, apparently back home (albeit, these occurred after the colonial
occupation—but while pawning remained legal).?” As the sources on
pawnship, more than on slavery, have been dominated by chiefs and
others who had no reason to oppose the institution, it is perhaps not
surprising that there is not more evidence of resentment against pawnship
as such. Moreover, writing in the 1920s, Rattray implied that the social
ideal of pawning had been abused in the latter years before the colonial
occupation,® in which case any opposition to pawning recorded in the
early colonial records might have been relatively new. But, as indicated
carlier, Rattray’s historical vision was coloured by a tendency to assume
that there had once been an ‘authentic’, ideal Asante social and cultural
order: an assumption which has been undermined by the historical
research which has been done since he wrote.®? In 1909 the fact that the
chief of Konkoma, on Lake Bosumtwi, had pawned some people (pre-
sumably his subjects) was given by his elders and his head chief as one of
several grounds for deposing him.?® But the charge was made within a year
of the colonial prohibition of pawning in Asante, and thus may have been
the result of tactical opportunism by his opponents rather than of resent-
ment on their part against pawning as such. However, it is plausible—
though unverifiable—that resentment in Asante against pawning (perhaps
similar to that against panyarring,”! the practice of kidnapping to force
payment of a debt) was as old as pawning itself.

Given that pawns were mostly Asante themselves, and that the parties
to pawnings were Asante matrilineages, it is perhaps not surprising that
the accepted practices limited the extent to which pawns could be mal-
treated. But it is arguable, as we have already seen, that even foreign slaves,
by their potential or actual resistance, obtained some mitigation of the
institution which confined them. Terray has hypothesized that the assim-
ilative aspect of Akan slavery—and by implication of African slavery in
general—was a function of the limits of state coercive capacity.”” These
limits were very real, as was emphasized in Chapter 3. Particularly, in view
of the abundance of land—and of forest at that—in relation to population,
Terray’s reasoning is highly plausible for the Asante case at least. As we
have seen, while an owner could threaten an overtly recalcitrant slave with
fatal punishment, such a threat could itself prompt an escape attempt,
which might succeed. In any case, effective day to day supervision of slaves
was very difficult, inconvenient and costly in an economy in which much
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agriculture and peacetime trading were performed in small groups or
singly. In this setting it made sense to offer slaves the prospect of gradual
amelioration, at least for their children and grandchildren. More immedi-
ately, as was suggested in Chapter 6, it made sense for owners to allow
slaves to keep a share of their output.

Slavery and Pawning: Some Implications for Productivity,
Markets and Welfare

It follows from the analysis in Chapter 8 that, by reducing the supply price
of labour and facilitating credit, slavery and pawning made possible a
much higher level of extra-subsistence economic activity than would oth-
erwise have been the case. This was achieved at high transactions costs for
the slave-owners and for the Asante state, not to mention the costs borne
by the slaves and pawns themselves.

We have seen that even slaves, as well as pawns, were not without
rights in Asante society. In particular, the Asante form of slavery shared the
common African characteristic of gradual (if in this case incomplete) assim-
ilation of people of slave descent. In that respect the functionalist approach
is descriptively correct. But to conclude from this that these institutions
were ‘social’ and not, or not also, ‘economic’ is to miss a crucial point. If
slavery as an economic system was an attempt to overcome a very strong
bargaining position enjoyed by uncoerced labour, it is not surprising that,
as Nieboer commented from a comparative perspective, a ‘strange com-
pound of severity and indulgence . . . has . . . often been observed among
slave-owners’.”” This is especially so in the case of a slave-owning popula-
tion whose ability to coerce was distinctly limited: the coercive power of the
state, though spectacular on the battlefield, was rather weak in terms of
ability to discipline labour over the forested expanse of its territory.

This has implications for the productivity of slaves. Evidence pre-
sented in Chapter 8 indicated that the purchase price of a slave varied
between the equivalent of one and three average mining seasons’ output
of gold by a single miner. If slaves would deliver for their masters the full
extra-subsistence output that the master might produce for him or herself,
the implication would be that the investment of acquiring a slave would
pay for itself within one to three years (and that is ignoring slaves’ contri-
butions outside extra-subsistence production). This is roughly in line with
published observations from other parts of nineteenth-century West
Africa.”® Some slaves, working alongside free family members or under the
eye of a more senior servant in a chief’s village, may well have delivered
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income to their masters at rates similar to that of free workers. But those
slaves who worked more autonomously are unlikely to have done so;
hence the logic of giving them sharecrop terms.”> On such terms, even if
their productivity may have matched those of free individuals (the threat
of occasional punishment perhaps offsetting the disincentive of the fact
that they got only part of what they produced), the master’s share would
have been worth significantly less than what he could make for him or
herself. Let us now focus specifically on the implications of slavery and
pawning for markets and for welfare.

On slavery a major irony should be underlined. While the assimila-
tive tendency of Asante slavery may be viewed as evidence of the social
rather than economic character of the institution, it had the effect of con-
tinually reproducing the market demand for slaves. The same applied to
the funerary cult, in that it provided a motive—a rational and powerful
one given the prevailing system of belief—for new imports of captives.

Though pawnship often entailed heavy costs for the human pawns
themselves, two aspects of this institution could be seen as relatively
efficient in their historical context. First, the fact that debt was timeless,
the absence of a statute of limitations,”® looks alien to modern Western
conceptions and might be assumed to hamper the efficient operation of
market forces. Yet in a setting of low life expectancy and in a period of
relatively high personal insecurity, the fact that the matrilineage took
responsibility for a member’s debt greatly reduced the lender’s risk. It
thereby made it easier for members to get loans, and probably reduced
their cost too. Second, in terms of ‘social efficiency’ pawning was an exam-
ple of that historically rare phenomenon, a ‘pareto’ improvement (one
which made no-one worse off) on an alternative institution. Pawning
greatly reduced the risk and transactions costs imposed on the lender, but
also often on the borrower, by panyarring, which (as we have observed)
was apparently banned in Asante in mid-century.”” Kidnapping was
replaced by a contract, which internalized the process of hostage-taking,
employing the social pressure of the hostage’s kin to induce loyalty and
extract labour services.

For the Asante government the curtailing and eventual ending of the
Atlantic slave trade created a major economic problem, of replacing what
had been the major source of import-purchasing power. It also created, by
1817, a security problem because of the large numbers of initially surplus
captives. But already the economy had begun to adapt, reviving or expand-
ing the output of alternative exports. In resource terms what made this
elasticity of supply possible was, above all, gradually increased application
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of slave labour. In that sense, the closing of the maritime export market
for slaves provided its own solution to the task of adjustment in the Asante
economy. Over the 1807-96 period as a whole, the accumulation of
slaves—and pawns and additional wives—was the core of the careers of
accumulation undertaken by commoners as well as chiefs. Theoretically,
the availability of labour at below any conceivable free-market reservation
price could have discouraged Asante entrepreneurs, private or state, from
seeking a higher production function, perhaps through finding a more
lucrative commodity to produce or adopting better equipment for pro-
ducing an existing commodity. It is far from clear, however, that such a
solution was available in these particular decades: unless it was related to
the construction of railways, which the Asante kingdom began to seek
before the colonial occupation.”® However, despite the destruction and
disruption of the civil war of the 1880s the Asante economy had no short-
age of small entrepreneurs with the resources—especially of dependent
labour—required to take advantage of an exotic but potentially profitable
export crop, cocoa, when it became available to them at the very start of
the colonial period. It will be clear from Chapter 9 that this prior accu-
mulation, not simply of (usually modest) amounts of money but especially
of labour resources, had a very pronounced gender dimension. Those with
the ‘accumulation’” cards in their hand at the start of the cocoa era were
mostly men.






PART IV

The Decline of Coercion in the Factor Markets of
Colonial Asante: Cocoa and the Ending of Slavery,
Pawnship and Corvée, 1896—c.1950

Having argued that in the nineteenth century labour and capital mar-
kets depended for their existence upon coercion, in the social form of
various categories of property rights over people, in the next three chap-
ters I examine the transition to a situation in which factor markets could
and did operate largely through economic imperatives and incentives.
The ending of slavery and pawning occurred under colonial rule and
during the growth of export agriculture. In this the Asante experience—
much neglected in the literature'—has many parallels with other parts
of West Africa and beyond. This part has three aims, each significant for
the general and comparative discussion of the end of property rights in
people. First, by means of an unusually full analysis of the motivation of
colonial policy (Chapter 11), it attempts to sharpen our understanding
of why prohibition was long delayed. The term ‘prohibition’ is used
advisedly: as will be seen, the measures taken against slavery and pawn-
ing (as distinct from slave trading) had none of the terminal efficacy
connoted by ‘abolition’. Accordingly, the second aim is to unravel some
of the many strands of the decline of slavery and pawning ‘on the
ground’ and to relate them to the trajectories of the other coercive insti-
tutions of labour mobilization (Chapter 12). The third aim is to exam-
ine the historical relationship(s), if any, between coerced labour and the
development of the cash-crop economy (Chapter 13). The contribution
of ‘unfree’ labour to the cocoa ‘revolution’ in colonial Asante turns out
to have been major. Conversely, the ending of property rights in people
is discussed as a test of the ‘induced innovation’ hypothesis. While the
hypothesis fails as an explanation for the eventual colonial prohibition



of slavery and pawning, it does illuminate the gradual decline of these
institutions in practice. The argument here is that market forces made a
crucial contribution to both the realization and the social unevenness of
the emancipation.



WHY WAS$ PROHIBITION $O
LONG DELAYED!?

THE NATURE AND MOTIVES OF THE
GRADUALISM OF THE BRITISH
‘“MEN ON THE §POT’

For students of the relationship between rhetoric and action the most
striking fact about colonial policy on slavery in West Africa is that the
administrations in the various colonies mostly took years before imple-
menting the commitments of their respective empires to end slavery and
human pawning within their borders—on the face of it, bearing out the
scepticism of dependency theory about imperialism as a promoter of
‘modern’ capitalist relations of production.! When British forces occupied
Asante in January 1896 slave-owning had already been illegal in the
British colonies in the West Indies and South Africa since 1834. In India
and the Gold Coast the legal status of slavery (slavery as an enforceable
property-right) had been abolished in 1870 and 1874 respectively. Yet it
was not until June 1908 that slavery was prohibited in Asante.

The reasons most commonly advanced for the gaps between inter-
national and parliamentary commitments, on one hand, and policy in
West Africa, on the other, are that officials believed that abolition would
disrupt the colonial economies and create, simultaneously, rootless prole-
tariats and angry and enfeebled indigenous political elites. This would
undermine order and the system of ‘indirect rule’, and promote criminal-
ity and political dissent or rebellion, thus putting greater strain on colo-
nial resources.” This chapter uses the detailed documentation in the
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national archives in Kumasi to analyse the colonial decision-making
process as a test of the existing general explanations for colonial caution
about the emancipation of slaves and pawns. The last section of the chapter
describes the continued government support for corvée, long after 1908.

A. Emancipation Delayed, 1896-1908:
The Problem of Interpreting Motive

The anti-slavery cause was invoked by British officials as a justification for
the colonial occupation. Slave trading and ‘human sacrifice’ were forbidden
by the British as soon as they took control in January 1896. But British
‘respect’ for ‘the habits and customs of the country’ (except for human sac-
rifice and slave dealing), proclaimed in treaties with various chiefdoms that
year,? meant colonial acquiescence in the continuation of slave-holding and
even pawn-creation. In 1905 Chief Commissioner E C. (later Sir Francis)
Fuller declared in an internal memorandum that ‘It has been the consistent
policy of the Government to recognise domestic slavery and “pawning”’.4
Admittedly, the Gold Coast Colony’s criminal code was officially applied to
Asante in 1902, including the prohibition of the giving and taking of
pawns.’ But in 1907 Fuller stated that ‘the Criminal Law against pawning
has never been enforced in Ashanti’, and ‘it has been the rule for the Courts
to recognise “pawns” as security for debts’. It is clear that for the first decade
of the colonial occupation of Asante the British administration made no
effort to abolish slavery and debt bondage. There were even instances of
British courts returning runaway slaves to their owners.” For example, in
1898 the British Cantonment Magistrate’s court in Kumasi returned three
Asante slaves to their owner after they ‘attempted to return to their ancestral
home’.® British toleration of slavery and human pawning reflected the con-
viction of the colonial government’s ‘men on the spot’ that these institutions
should be allowed simply to wither as economic and legal changes made
alternative forms of labour and borrowing increasingly available.

From 1904, however, the local administration was subjected to pres-
sure from their superiors in Accra and London who initially suggested, and
increasingly insisted, that slavery and pawning be made effectively illegal.
The local officials sought to still the strengthening wind of change by offer-
ing a series of proposals for moderate reforms.” Finally, the governor in Accra
lost patience and personally dictated the wording of the ban to the adminis-
tration in Asante. Thus, in effect from 22 June 1908, were slavery and
human pawning prohibited. The measure was essentially against coercion: it
was not illegal for someone to work voluntarily for another as security for a
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debt or in return for nothing but his keep.!® Indeed, it was not until
December 1930 that slavery as a property right in Asante was directly abol-
ished in law, by the Re-Affirmation of the Abolition of Slavery Ordinance
(Ashanti), which declared that ‘slavery in any form whatsoever is unlawful
and that the legal status of slavery does not exist’.!! This, however, merely
made fully explicit what was already administrative and court practice since
the 1908 reform. In 1910 Fuller, as Chief Commissioner, which at that time
meant that he was not only the head of the administration but also presided
over the highest court in Asante, wrote to a Basel missionary that “The law
no longer recognises the status of slavery—ex-slaves are, therefore, at perfect
liberty to leave their Masters’. Likewise ‘the status of “Pawns” is no longer
recognised by Law and . . . there exists no Jega/ obligation on the part of
pawns to redeem themselves or their children’ (his emphasis).!> The annual
colonial report on Asante for 1908 declared simply (and without referring to
the preceding controversy): ‘Slavery and pawning have been abolished’."
The practice was more compromising, especially on pawnship. Fuller’s letter
noted that ‘private negotiations with a view to redemption are allowed and
even encoulraged’.14 Indeed, even after 1928 pawn-marriages seem to have
continued to escape legal prohibition.

The administrative records of the colonial government provide an
excellent source for the analysis of the motivation of policy on the issue of
abolition. This does not mean that they make it easy to reach conclusions.
On the contrary, the very wealth of the documentation should be a warning
against premature certainties. This may be illustrated by two letters written
to his superiors by Captain C. H. Armitage, a district commissioner and,
during several months in 1907-8 while Fuller was on leave, acting chief
commissioner. Armitage was a consistent opponent of legal measures against
slavery and pawning. But the arguments he used to justify this position were
less consistent. In September 1907 he expressed himself ‘much impressed’
with a memorandum by F D. Lugard on slavery in northern Nigeria, in
which the author ‘fully appreciated the dangers of flooding the country with
freed slaves, who, without money or relatives, would prove a menace to the
community’.!® Yet less than five months later, having been instructed to get
on with emancipation, Armitage as acting chief commissioner included in
his draft instructions to commissioners a provision which might as well have
been designed to ensure precisely that freed slaves would become a prop-
ertyless ‘flood’ washing around the country:

Should ‘Slaves’ appeal to you and demand their ‘freedom’ you should, while
granting it, point out that they must at once leave the District in which
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they have been residing, and that they cannot lay claim to any plantations,
lands or other property which may have been granted to them by their
Masters while they were in a state of ‘servitude’.!®

When the Governor criticised this clause Armitage defended himself on
the ground that, while he noted Lugard’s point,

Another question however presents itself in Ashanti. If released ‘Slaves” are
to be allowed to remain in the Districts where their former masters reside
to flaunt their freedom before the Ashantis, a constant and ever-increasing
source of friction will be set up which will assuredly lead to trouble in the
future. I regarded the instructions that released “slaves” should leave the
District as an “Act of State”, and of common justice to the Ashantis, who

receive no compensation for their released “Slaves”, as did the whiteman.!”

Armitage was second only to Fuller in his prominence in the efforts of
political officers in Asante to avert legal emancipation, and he seems to
have been a major influence on the chief commissioner. In response to an
attack on the policy of tolerating slavery and pawning, by the veteran
Basel missionary Ramseyer in 1904, Fuller based his reply on a long quo-
tation from a memorandum by Armitage.'8

Armitage’s apparent inconsistency is interesting methodologically
because it illustrates the complexity of the problem of interpreting motives.
It may be that actually he was consistent, genuinely worried that a prole-
tariat might be created but even more concerned to ensure that the well-
being of the former slaveowners was protected. It may be that his draft
instruction was a desperate bluff tried in the hope of provoking his supe-
riors into watering down their anti-slavery policy. Or, again, it may be that
it was his original invocation of Lugard that was the tactical ploy, provid-
ing a case which he hoped would be more persuasive in Accra and London
than his own arguments would be. Internal government documents, being
originally confidential,'® are a better source on government motives than
are official public statements, which were necessarily made with an eye on
the abolitionist pressure exerted by missionaries and humanitarian lobby
groups, and mediated through a Colonial Office in London which was
anxious to avoid being seen as soft on slaveowning. But even within the
government this was a highly contentious issue on which submissions up
the hierarchy were likely to be ‘political’, in the sense that a less senior offi-
cial, such as Armitage, might use arguments calculated to persuade his
superiors of the wisdom of a policy which he himself favoured for different



Why was Probibition So Long Delayed? 209

reasons. Given such difficulties of interpretation it is not surprising that
the internal correspondence provides elements which, taken in isolation,
could be used to support any of a variety of political and economic expla-
nations of the policies of the British administration in Asante. There is,
however, one common theme that unites the arguments put forward for
gradualist policies by various commissioners at various times between
1904 and 1908. This is a wish to preserve the interests of the Asante slave-
and pawn-holders as far as possible.

This can be partly accounted for by fear that to alienate them would
risk another rising. The belief that widespread, probably armed, opposi-
tion in Asante could be provoked by an announcement that slaves and
pawns were to be freed preceded the 1896 invasion itself. Governor
William Maxwell warned London that ‘Native opinion here [on the Gold
Coast] seems to be that while there is comparatively little objection to the
establishment of a British Resident in Kumasi, universal fear is entertained
that the establishment of British protection will result in the manumission
of slaves. This I believe to be the main difficulty’ in negotiations with the
Asantehene. Maxwell added that ‘it would be useful to me to be favoured
with Your Lordship’s instructions on the subject of slavery as it exists now
in Ashanti and its possible modification when there is a British Residency’
there.?’ Joseph Chamberlain, Secretary of State for the Colonies, pro-
ceeded with the utmost caution.?! He did not reply directly on this point
but instructed the Governor to inform the Asantehene that the British
Resident to be imposed upon Kumasi would enforce the Asante obli-
gations under the 1874 Anglo-Asante peace treaty, which included the
abolition of ‘human sacrifices’, but ‘will not otherwise interfere with the
administration or institutions of the country’.?> Maxwell did exactly this
in his letter to the Asantehene, and instructed his subordinates who were
to deliver it not to ‘allude to the subject [of slavery] unless directly ques-
tioned.”® In the event, as we have seen, the invaders did make one insti-
tutional interference almost as soon as they arrived: prohibiting slave trading.
One of the demands of the 1900 rising was ‘Permission to buy and sell
slaves as in the old time’.?* Governor E. M. Hodgson’s emphasis upon dis-
content over this issue as a major reason for the rising, though suspect
insofar as it provided him with a convenient explanation for his failure to
prevent the revolt, is thus highly plausible.

It was therefore consistent, and realistic, for administrators to expect
that an emancipation decree would provoke enormous discontent, at least
from chiefs, family heads and wealthy commoners: the people best placed
to organise any further popular willingness to resist British rule, whether
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by war or otherwise. In August 1905 Fuller stated that action against slavery
‘would be strenuously opposed at present’.?> Four months later he ‘reluc-
tantly’ recommended ‘that the whole question’ of government measures
against slavery and pawning ‘be deferred for the present’, partly in view of
‘the unsettled times, owing to the recent disturbances among several of the
tribes’.?® In December 1906 the Commissioner of the Southern District
of Ashanti, Clotworthy Soden, wrote that he had ‘taken every opportunity
to sound the principal Chiefs and Headmen’ about the measures proposed
by the Governor, ‘which—wherever I mentioned them—were received
with consternation, and opposition and I fear they would have to be
backed by force to insist on them being carried out’. #” The following year
Fuller reiterated that ‘any drastic measures with regard to Domestic
Slavery . . . would have to be imposed—may be by force’.?® Finally, in
May 1908, Armitage, who had himself been a key figure in British mili-
tary operations in 1900, and in which he had been wounded,” appealed
against the governor’s rejection of his draft executive instructions:

I am convinced that the Ashantis are daily becoming more amenable, and
I dread the introduction of any measure which might cause a wave of
discontent to sweep over the country, and retard the rapidly increasing
prosperity of Ashanti.’

Besides fearing the possibility of resistance led by chiefs, the colonial
administration in Asante was anxious to do nothing that would unneces-
sarily weaken the capacity of the chiefs to control and administer their
subjects on behalf of the colonial state. In a different context, in July 1908,
the Colonial Secretary, in Accra, noted that ‘If the chiefs are to be efficient
factors, they must have the means to support their dignity’.?! Officials in
Asante believed that slavery and pawning were a vital part of these means.
Clotworthy Soden argued as follows, in the December 1906 letter quoted
above:

I am therefore inclined to urge strongly, that the very foundation of the
power and importance, and I might almost say wealth of the Chiefs and
Headmen, which at present is their domestic servants, and ‘Pawns’, should
be removed very gradually as we find that we have substituted an equiva-
lent, and given them the means of maintaining their position in spite of any
restrictions we may place upon the out-of-date means by which they main-
tain their position at present—such as the educating of them up to agri-
cultural, industrial, and commercial pursuits, and above all to a knowledge
of the value of their land, which would eventually make the Chiefs and
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Headmen wealthy enough to substitute paid servants, and labourers for

their domestic slaves, and ‘Pawns’ of today. . . .32

As well as putting forward these pragmatic arguments the prominent
‘gradualists’ within the colonial administration in Asante also defended
the established hierarchy of Asante society on grounds of social welfare.
Fuller claimed that ‘no unwilling slaves [sic] can be said to remain in
Ashanti’ as slaves had only to cross into the Gold Coast Colony to be
free.>* Armitage maintained similarly that colonial rule had relieved slaves
of the worst aspects of their status, notably ‘the possibility of being sacri-
ficed on the death of their masters’,*® so it was now anachronistic ‘to call
persons slaves in Ashanti’.*® Again, he urged that few “pawns” enter into
their obligations unwillingly’, and that human pawning reduced the ‘far
from uncommon practice among Ashantis’ of committing ‘suicide to
avoid liabilities’.?” In Clotworthy Soden’s view:

The so called slaves in Ashanti are well fed, housed and clothed and in a
word have everything they want at present to make them happy, and I
think that is more than can be said of the ‘sweated labourers’ employed in
connection with manufactories in civilised Europe, who have to struggle on

in starvation and necessity of every kind for an existence.*®

Howard Temperley has argued that ‘the attack on slavery can be seen as an
attempt by a dominant metropolitan ideology to impose its values on the
societies of the economic periphery’.>” In this case, clearly, the local repre-
sentatives of the British empire consciously and persistently resisted the
attempt. Some of them evidently admired aspects of the Asante social
order and were passionately convinced that to undermine the property
regime that sustained it would be unjust. More generally, they perceived
strong reasons of political and fiscal expediency for stopping the abolition
bandwagon from rolling over the Asante institutions of slavery and pawn-
ship. Finally, in their correspondence there is no trace of Adam Smith’s
notion that free labour was more efficient than slave labour, a belief main-
tained—often, and increasingly, with misgivings—Dby abolitionists in
nineteenth-century Britain.? Not only did they see slave-owners as pure
losers from abolition, they also thought that such a measure might ‘retard
the rapidly increasing prosperity of Ashanti’ as a whole. While Armitage
may have meant simply that economic life might be disrupted by a ‘wave
of discontent, it is significant that neither he nor his colleagues seem to
have even entertained the idea that free labour might be good for ‘prosperity’
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in the long term. The commissioners’ opposition to radical reform raises
questions in relation to the theory of induced innovation. Was the local
colonial administration obstructing a socially-efficient response to chang-
ing economic circumstances as the adoption of cocoa progressively altered
relative factor scarcities? Or, when higher authority eventually imposed
new rules, could it be that the latter bore no relation to an economic con-
text still largely unchanged from the precolonial nineteenth century in
which, as was argued in Chapter 8, the Nieboer hypothesis essentially
applied? We will consider these questions in Chapter 13.

B. The Longevity of Government
Support for Corvée

Another form of coerced labour was not, as yet, even in question: the
chiefs’ right to summon subjects to work for the stool. The colonial gov-
ernment itself exploited this device for its own purposes in its early years.
Following the unopposed occupation in 1896 the British required the
chiefs not only (as under the independent Asante kingdom) to ensure that
the roads passing through their territories were in good order, but also ‘to
supply continually in rotation large numbers of carriers’.4! In the words of
the annual report for 1897:

In the event of the Resident’s orders with regard to the clearing of Roads,
and the supply of carriers, etc., not being complied with fines have been
inflicted. A threat of sending a force of Hausas [troops] to occupy their
villages has always had the desired effect, the fines being immediately paid,
the roads cleaned, and the number of carriers requisitioned for supplied.®?

After the suppression of the 1900 revolt additional quotas of ‘Punishment
Labour’ were imposed on those chieftaincies which had participated in the
rising. These seem to have been served over the following two to three years.®?

While the colonial administration fairly soon ceased to require such
labour for carrying loads, ‘communal labour” became a major source of the
unskilled labour in the construction of motorable roads. The term may
have been a euphemism, but there is no doubt that many communities
wanted roads and many of their members were willing to contribute
labour to get them.** The colonial regime, however, retained the statutory
power to require corvée for road maintenance (government road construction
being done by free labourers). This was essentially the same method that
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the Asante monarchy had used for the same purpose, except that the scale
of the task had been greatly increased.> Meanwhile, as will be detailed in
Chapter 13, early in the twentieth century the chiefs had used corvée to
establish cocoa farms.

In May 1931 Britain ratified the international Forced Labour
Convention of 1930 which pledged signatories ‘to suppress the use of forced
or compulsory labour in all its forms within the shortest possible period’
(emphasis in the original).“® The speed of metropolitan legislation was not
matched by the ‘men on the spot’ in Accra and Kumasi. It was only in July
1935 that the Labour (Ashanti) Ordinance and corresponding legislation
for the rest of Ghana was enacted. Though its stated purpose was ‘to give
effect’ to the Convention, it preserved forced labour for both the chief and
the colonial administration by taking advantage of temporary exemptions
in the convention where the task concerned was urgent, beneficial to the
community, and voluntary labour was unavailable.” Tt did, however,
restrict forced labour to men of 1845 years, and stipulated that in any
community no more than a quarter of the residents in this category ‘may
be taken at one time for forced labour’.”® The British administration’s
motive for maintaining corvée seems to have been basically fiscal economy.
The main use of forced labour envisaged under the Ordinance, both at the
administration’s or at the chiefs’ behest, was clearly for road maintenance.
Governor A. R. Slater noted in 1930 that to pay labourers at ‘ordinary
market rates’ would be much more expensive.? Therefore it would have
required higher revenue—perhaps entailing the introduction of direct
taxation—or else the abandonment of part of the road network, and
thence of some cocoa farms.>

When political decolonization in Ghana began, with the establishment
of a joint British-Ghanaian government in 1951, the new CPP minister
for health and labour, K. A. Gbedemah, actually proposed the introduc-
tion of compulsory registration and direction of labour, fearing that
otherwise there would not be enough labour for the large-scale develop-
ment projects envisaged by the government. The Colonial Office and the
International Labour Office advised that this would be in breach of the
Forced Labour Convention,’! and evidently the scheme did not proceed.

C. Conclusion

The British record on slavery, pawnship and corvée in Asante shows a con-
sistent feature: the officials ‘on the spot, in colonial Ghana (in the latter
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case) or in Asante specifically (concerning slavery and pawning) argued
against abolition, while the pressure for it came from above and outside.
The fiscal logic of preserving—and making use of—corvée was expressed
unmistakably enough. The internal correspondence on slavery and pawn-
ing, as the British administrators of Asante sought to avert the implemen-
tation of the imperial commitment to abolition in ‘their’ patch of the
empire, is more complicated, therefore illustrating the need for care in
searching for motive amid the tactical expedients used in policy arguments
within the colonial hierarchy. But it is clear that these officials were very
anxious to preserve the interests of slave- and pawn-holders, partly so as
not to provoke anger and perhaps even another rebellion; and partly because
they recognized the importance of slaves and pawns to the wealth and sta-
tus of the chiefs, on whom the colonial regime relied for effective govern-
ment and social control at village and town level. In a specific form, the
analysis here thus supports the existing general interpretation of the usu-
ally slow implementation of colonial commitments against slavery and
pawning. As the next two chapters will show, in Asante the interests of
chiefs and other masters were protected fairly effectively, primarily because
slavery, pawning and corvée lasted long enough to equip the beneficiaries
of these institutions to adjust to new circumstances.



THE DECLINE OF COERCED LABOUR
AND PROPERTY IN PERSONS IN
PRACTICE:

CHANGE FROM ABOVE AND FROM BELOW IN
COLONIAL ASANTE, 1896-1950

Even when slavery and human pawning were banned, they were far from
extinguished. This chapter considers how far and how fast slavery and
pawning declined in practice, following the early suppression of the slave
trade (and thus of imports of new captives) and of panyarring, the practice
of seizing hostages to enforce repayment of outstanding debts. The evidence
indicates that emancipation owed much to the initiative of slaves them-
selves, and their kin. It also shows that slavery and pawning lasted long
enough to be important sources of labour in early Asante cocoa-farming.
The same applies to the Asante form of corvée, in which subjects were
expected to give labour service to the chief. We will see that emancipation
was very uneven in social terms: the timing varied according to the age and,
especially, the gender of the slave or pawn. The destiny of slaves or former
slaves was also crucially shaped by whether they had originally been taken
from outside the Akan world.

Before considering what happened with each of these institutions, it
is appropriate to comment on the notorious source problems involved in
trying to track the destinies of actual and former slaves and pawns in
Africa. For Asante at least, the difficulties are less than has sometimes been
supposed. To be sure, the customary secrecy about people’s origins is far
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from dead, and it seems inconceivable that any sample survey could
obtain respondents’ full and frank answers to the kind of questions neces-
sary to establish whether, for instance, the average income of people
descended from slaves has caught up with that of the rest of the Asante
population. Yet the secrecy has weakened somewhat,' and my experience
is that in any case informants are quite likely to be willing to talk about
institutional trends, presumably as long as they are not expected to name
individuals.> Moreover, until recently signs of people having entered
Asante society as 77201kdfod were apparent in the facial markings borne by
first-generation former slaves—all now deceased—and in the marriages
that occasionally took place within what were otherwise exogamous lin-
eages.” Further indications may be seen in the continued performance
of certain ritual services, in the kind of name traditionally given to a child
of slave descent, and where someone receives an otherwise surprisingly
inexpensive burial.” ‘Accusations'—this is how they were intended and
regarded—of slave ancestry were and are made when candidates contest
for a stool, or in quarrels between members of the ‘legitimate’ and cadet
lines of a lineage.®

Besides remarks by individual informants (which are not always
usable in print) and the general impressions of informed observers—
primarily meaning scholars who are themselves Asante—the historian of
emancipation has three particularly valuable sources. These are the papers
of the Ashanti Social Survey of 194546, held in Cambridge; the Basel
Mission Ghana Archive, held in Basel; and the colonial records held in the
national archives in Kumasi, especially court record books and adminis-
trative correspondence.” The Ashanti Social Survey papers include scat-
tered data on the remnants of slave-owner relations but also a systematic
survey of individual marriage histories which offers much material on
wife-pawning after ‘abolition’. Even before the colonial occupation of
Asante the Basel Mission highlighted the issue of freeing slaves in a jour-
nal it produced for its supporters (from 1894) entitled Der Sclavenfreund
(‘The Slave’s Friend’). The mission remained much involved with the
matter over the next several years. As priests and catechists established
themselves in various parts of Asante they had to contend with the prac-
tice and legacy of slavery and pawning in their congregations and host
communities. This is documented in their reports to Basel, though
patchily so because, as Paul Jenkins observed in the case of a particular
local church, African catechists tended to be more reticent than European
missionaries about mentioning the presence of former slaves in their con-
gregations.® As we will see, N. V. Asare in Kumasi was a notable exception.
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Further information comes from government archives. In particular, as
Richard Roberts and Suzanne Miers have noted, while the multitude of
‘private negotiations between parties that were settled without litigation
went unrecorded’, court records ‘are extraordinarily revealing’ of the issues
and attitudes”—generally, of the variables—involved in the ending of slav-
ery and pawning. Moreover, trials were often associated with executive
deliberation, leaving documentation in administrative records. The dis-
cussion that follows explores rather than exhausts the Basel and court
materials. We will consider, in turn, what happened with corvée, pan-
yarring, slave trading, slavery, and pawning.

A. Corvée: For the Colonial Government,
for Public Purposes, and for the Chiefs

The administration tackled its own initial requirements for unskilled
labour primarily by taking advantage of the chiefs’ right to demand labour
services from their subjects. This was applied to such tasks as carrying
military and other government stores as well as keeping the roads clear.
For instance, ‘something like 8,000 loads’ were carried by this means ‘from
Kumasi to the Hinterland’ during 1898."° Afterwards the chiefs received
payment according to the number of workers they had supplied. How
much of the payment was passed on to the workers is unclear. The oppor-
tunity cost to the workers and their families must have been high when
labour demands were continuous throughout the year, as the government
stated they were in 1897,!! thus including the planting season.

In one apparently exceptional case the cost in food was direct. In
1911-12, during the building of the main north road from Kumasi, the
amanhene of Mampon and Nsuta were each required by the local acting
district commissioner (the future official anthropologist R. S. Rattray)
to provide 50-70 loads of food per day for eight months. This was to
feed the 1,000-1,500 members of the construction gangs when they
moved out of the forest and into the adjoining, sparsely-populated,
savanna. The nearest savanna chieftaincies were called on for smaller
supplies. In recognition ‘Mampon received a present of £20° and the
others were rewarded, in apparent proportion to their contributions, on
the same scale.!?

The British use of forced labour was heaviest in the first few years
of the colonial occupation. In his report for 1898 the British Resident,
Captain D. Stewart, admitted that ‘there is a good deal of discontent
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at the constant orders for carriers.”> One of the demands of Yaa
Asantewaa’s rebels in 1900 was “To be free from demands for carriers’.!4
In the aftermath of the revolt a high proportion of the demands took the
form of the unpaid ‘penalty’ service imposed on chieftaincies who had
participated in the revolt.!> The government gradually found the system
unnecessary as mechanized transport became available with the opening
of the railway to Kumasi in 1903 and, from c.1914, the introduction of
motor lorries.

Motor roads brought big increases in the prices offered to producers
for their crops, most importantly cocoa. As a result, coercion was hardly
required for the collective labour of villages to be provided in road build-
ing, under the authority of their chiefs. Indeed, there were cases of
villagers constructing roads at their own or their chief’s initiative for no
payment. According to the commissioner of the Western Province, now
Brong-Ahafo Region, in 1924, * “The trouble in this Province is not to get
the people to construct motor roads, but to hold them back from con-
struction on their own; on lines which are badly graded and require too
much earth work and bridging”’.!® At that time the government’s Public
Works Department was responsible for the maintenance of only 27 per cent
of the ‘motor and motorable’ roads of Asante as a whole. Responsibility
for the maintenance of the remaining 841 kilometres lay with the ‘political
officers’, that is, the district and provincial commissioners. Whereas the
PWD could rely on hired labour, the commissioners had to operate mainly
through the chiefs and their subjects. Similarly, ‘almost all the work
in connection with the construction of the [“Political Officers”] roads
(except the concrete bridges and culverts) was done by the Chiefs and people
under the direction of Political Officers’.!”

Despite the acknowledged social benefits of roads, the distribution
of the burden of roadwork could be contentious. In 1926 the chief of
Moma in Sunyani district complained that ‘the Road Work at Brosankro
is troubling my people to avoid of working in their cocoa farms’ (sic).
Presumably as a result, ‘all my youngmen and Elders[’] cocoa is spoiling

. 18 A note of scepticism should be entered: this was in mid-December,
a time for harvesting cocoa rather than planting or weeding, and in
general few farmers in Ahafo had big cocoa harvests as early as 1926."
From the surrounding correspondence in the file it seems likely that the
problem was not so much the opportunity cost of roadwork but which
chief’s subjects would have to do it. Either way it seems reasonable
to assume that, overall, had roadwork not been compulsory considerably
less of it would have been done: both because of conflicts over which
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community was responsible and because of free-riding by opportunistic
individuals.

According to the chief commissioner in 1917, ‘In Ashanti all weed-
ing and clearing of Roads is female work’.?® He would have known, as a
result both of the official preoccupation with road maintenance and his
frequent travels on Asante roads. This was not part of the nineteenth-
century division of labour. The most likely explanation is that men with-
drew from this form of corvée in order to concentrate on their cocoa
farms—the making of which was overwhelmingly male-dominated during
the ‘take-off’. Fortuitously, by the time forced labour was restricted by law
to men in 1935, the rate of new planting was slowing in the face of
generally lower cocoa prices.

Whether the use of corvée to create cocoa farms for the chief was as
readily accepted is unclear: especially as this practice started while the colo-
nial government was still imposing its highly unpopular requisitions of
labour for headloading. Moreover, the work involved would have to be done
at the same season as subjects could have been making farms for themselves
(and the land-clearing phase, in particular, was one which—given the clear,
established gender division of labour on this aspect?>—male subjects would
have been expected to carry out on the stool farms, just as on their private
farms). Farms made by corvée, however, were officially considered to be the
property of the stool rather than of the chief as an individual. It should be
noted that the evidence of farms being made using this institution relates
mainly to the ‘take-off” phase of Asante cocoa planting (to 1916).

In 1940 the acting district commissioner of Bekwai (Amansie) stated
that ‘many of the chiefs in this District have exacted forced labour’. This
was particularly for maintenance of the ‘small feeder roads on which
bush villages transport their Cocoa to the main roads maintained by
Government’ and for weeding public space (‘clearing of the sanitary area
round the Head-quarter town’). The chiefs made each able-bodied male
‘of the community . . . responsible for a small stretch’ of road. When ‘the
road is needed for Cocoa traffic’, ‘every person’ had ‘to put his part of the
road in order by a certain date’. Anyone who failed to do so would be
charged in a chief’s court with ‘failing to obey the lawful order of a Native
Authority’. In the case of weeding, people [able-bodied men] in one ‘divi-
sion’ (chieftaincy) had to contribute ‘one day every 80 days’.?* For male
cocoa-farmers the opportunity cost would have been lessened by the low
cocoa prices of the war years and perhaps also by the Ashanti Confederacy
Council’s 1939-46 ban on making new cocoa farms. Forced labour
through the chiefs seems to have continued in this district even after the
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war, to judge from correspondence from 1946.2 There is no reason to
think that Amansie was exceptional in this respect.

B. Panyarring and Slave Trading

Allegations of panyarring were vigorously investigated by the colonial
authorities, to judge from two cases in south Asante in 1903. In one the
omanhene of Akyem Swedru, in the Gold Coast Colony, complained that
a woman called Akua Nimo and her two children had ‘been detained at
Brofu Edru’ in Adanse by a local man, Kwasi Adusei, ‘as sureties for a debt’
which he claimed was owed him by Akua Nimo’s uncle.”> The district
commissioner, Major W. B. Davidson-Houston, reported to the chief
commissioner that he had interviewed Akua Nimo and discovered that
‘She is a Dadiasi woman, and married to a Kokofu man, who is at present
in Ahafo—She is not detained by Kwasi Adusai at Brofu Edru, but has
returned with her two children to her native town’.?° In the other case
a man named Yaw Dufuorh complained that his wife, Ablah Kwablah,
had been seized by a Bekwai subject, Kobina Abuadji, for a debt’ that
Dufuorh ‘owed him’. Davidson-Houston ordered the omanhene to send
Abuadji and Dufuorh to him ‘atonce [sic] . . . without the least delay’.?’
It is not clear what happened afterwards. But it seems that government
meant to eliminate the practice of panyarring.

We will see that such investigations, and even prosecutions, were not
always sufficient to destroy the kind of institutions with which this chapter
is concerned. But in the case of panyarring they may have been. I have found
no evidence of panyarring after 1903, and there are strong circumstantial
reasons for suspecting that this may reflect a final demise of the institution
during the first decade of colonial rule. Unlike with pawning, there was no
element of complicity or even consensus between the debtor and creditor to
keep cases out of the courts: by definition, panyarring was a form of kid-
napping prompted by the failure of the debtor to fulfill his or her obligation.
Unlike with slavery, the victims of panyarring had local supporters—the
debtor or his or her kin and/or master—who would fight the case. Unlike
both pawning and slavery, panyarring was already illegal before colonial rule
began, despite flourishing briefly during the disorder of the mid-1880s.%
Finally, a new alternative remedy was available to the frustrated creditor: the
presentation of a promissory note at the commissioner’s court.”?

From the start, the colonial regime sought to suppress the slave
trade. Besides prosecuting slave traders, the administration invited the



Decline of Coerced Labour and Property in Persons in Practice 221

Basel Mission to provide a home for captives freed from slave traders. On
1 October 1896, in the words of Ramseyer, ‘a caravan of 59 poor slaves—
24 women and near-adult girls and 35 children—arrived’. They had all
been:

.. wrenched off some slave traders who had dared to come near
K[ilntampo. As I have heard, these slave traders at first were deprived of
their merchandise, i.e. the slaves, otherwise they could go free. But when
some of them were caught again trading slaves they were taken prisoners
and brought to this place. I saw a whole number of them in the house of
Perempes [the Asantchene’s palace], which now serves as a prison; all of

them are in fetters they had used the same on their slaves.*

However, this large-scale action against slave traders turned out to be the
last as well as the first of its kind in Asante.?! This may have been partly
because of lack of resources. In his annual report for 1898 Stewart noted
that his detachment of constabulary had been reduced from 300 plus
5 officers to 185 with just one officer. “The detachment has to provide
Guards, Picquets, Convict warders, Runners, Orderlies, etc. and when
these are found, very few men are left for any other duty’. It was therefore
‘impossible even to send a small mission away for any object’.*> However,
the 1896 action had been near Asante’s northern border, in the savanna.
Perhaps the decisive phase in large-scale enforcement began in 1898, when
colonial forces began to tackle the major supply routes within the Northern
Territories, that is, at or closer to their sources.??

But slave dealing did not collapse overnight. Stewart’s 1898 report
stated that ‘large quantities of kola’ are exported to Céte d’Ivoire, and ‘the
exchange is slaves; this is impossible to prevent as long as the French
Authorities do little or nothing to suppress slave dealing’.?* Ten years after
Britain forbade the slave trade the Omanhene of Adanse, Kobina Foli, and
his elders stated ‘we know that we are not to deal any more of slaves and by
that [sic] we have not done so since Ex King Prempeh was transported.
.. 3 That places Kobina Foli's own reign fully in the post-slave trade era.
Yet a later generation of Adanse elders gave as a reason why Foli had been
honoured with a black stool after his death, despite having been eventually
destooled, ‘his industry and effort in acquiring money and property (slaves
etc.) for the stool, which made the stool gain in stature and respect’.** Kwame
Dei of Asiwa is said to have obtained slaves, a man and a woman, from the
north after he had become a sub-chief, the Akwamuhene of Dadiase. This
was certainly after 1896 and possibly even after 1900.” Dumett reports
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interviewing a woman in Konongo, in 1987, who stated that she herself had
been purchased as a slave while a young girl early in the new century.?® As
with earlier periods, though for partly different reasons, it is impossible to
measure the size of the slave trade after the British invasion. According to a
British non-government source, even in 1899 ‘slaves were purchased almost
daily’ in Kumasi,* though there seems to be no corroboration of this in gov-
ernment documents.*> Dumett and Johnson noted that between 1902 and
1910 an average of about twelve cases a year were brought to the courts in
Asante.?! For subsequent years separate data for Asante are not always avail-
able, but the Police Department gave the number of ‘crimes’ (which in this
context presumably means cases resulting in convictions)*? of slave-trading in
Asante specifically as five in 1919, none in 1920, and one in 1922-23.%% In
view of the governments severe lack of resources for enforcement we must
assume that the great majority of cases went undetected. The Gold Coast
Judicial Department itself observed that the annual number of slave-trading
prosecutions was  “wholly a function of effective policing duties” > 4 Indeed,
in 1911 and 1912 the number of cases was ‘well over a hundred a year’,*®
which is much more plausibly attributed to an intensified effort at enforce-
ment than to an increase in imports.

Despite the evasion it is reasonable to assume that the flow of
imported captives was reduced to the order of a thousand a year or less
between 1898 and 1908. This would have been a small fraction of the level
which had prevailed in the last few years before 1896, and considerably
lower than the average annual rate of net imports for 1807-96.%¢ As we
have seen, the impact of the prohibition of slave trading on slave owners
was severe enough for permission to resume trading in slaves to figure
among the demands made by Yaa Asantewaa’s rebels in 1900. A probable
further indication of disruption to the previously abundant flow of new
imports of slaves from the north was the appearance of occasional cases of
child-stealing, within Asante or within the Gold Coast Colony with the
victim then being sold in Asante. For instance, in 1906 there was ‘A com-
plaint . . . that a man named Kwaku Pareto[?], living at Obuasi, had stolen
a small girl named Adjuah Bose from Abetifi [in Akyem, Gold Coast
Colony] about two years ago and sold her’. She ‘is said now to be at
Fomena.”” In the same district, Adanse, in 1912, there was ample evidence
that the boy AFUAKWA was in fact stolen’, the alleged parents being local
people. On the other hand, this time the victim was from the north,*
which was more characteristic of the earlier flow of slaves. There was also
an attempt to kidnap and sell a woman in the Wenchi zongo (the north-
erners quarter of town), in January 1909, with none of the parties being
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Asantes. The woman, Yamankolo, had only just arrived from Sikasso in
southern Mali. But she escaped and, with the help of her brother (to
whom she had been travelling) brought the case to the government.?’

A source of new slave imports was the exiled Asante communities
who returned to the country after British rule was consolidated in 1900.
Among the Denyase subjects who returned from exile in Denkyira in the
Gold Coast Colony in 1907 was Osei Kwame, who was to be the pioneer
of cocoa farming in the village of Huntado. ‘As was the custom’, he
brought back with him slaves whom he had acquired in exile.® But this
source was necessarily temporary, most basically because the mass return
was not repeated.

In 1927 the Fante civil servant J. C. de Graft-Johnson claimed that
slave trading had been virtually non-existent in recent years. ‘Police
returns for the last seven years record some cases in each year of slave-
dealing in the Colony and Ashanti but almost everyone [sic] must have
been a case of pawning.”! The latter interpretation is dubious (courts had
long shown clear awareness of the distinction), but it seems clear that,
while occasional kidnaps of children might persist, organized slave trading
was over by 1920—probably by 1914.

C. Slavery

Many slaves were prepared to assert control of their own destiny, and not
wait for an emancipation decree. Some men escaped from their masters
and joined the occupation forces. According to Stewart’s report on 1898
so far ‘the only recruits’ for the Gold Coast Constabulary in Asante were
‘run-away slaves’.”? At this time joining up was perhaps the safest route
out of slavery, given the British authorities’ then practice of returning
runaways to their owners.”> By 1907, as we have seen, the colonial ‘men
on the spot’ were under increasing pressure from their superiors to act
strongly against slavery. Accordingly, it seems, the practice in such cases
changed. When a chief requested the return of three runaway ‘attendants’
the government asked them if they wished to comply. Only one of them
returned to the chief, which suggests that they had genuinely been allowed
to decide for themselves.*

Whatever their perceptions of government policy, many slaves or
people of slave descent ‘voted with their feet'. For example, in 1902 the
Adansehene complained to the government that ‘a Bekwai slave woman

named Afua Yami’ had left her husband, a sub-chief of Adanse, and returned
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to Bekwai taking ‘her four children’.>> A more complex case arose in early
1908 in Djumo, a village in the Odumase-Bechem area of northwestern
Asante.

It concerned one Adjua Badu, who had entered Kumasi as a young
girl during the reign of Asantehene Kofi Kakari (1867-74). According to
her own account (translated by a letter-writer into a petition to the acting
chief commissioner) she belonged to a party of refugees from a civil war
in her native Wassa. Having sworn to become sojourners on Asante land,
the party infuriated the Asantehene by accepting an invitation to return
home. The Asantehene had the elders killed and the rest detained. She was
brought up as a dependent of Bantamahene Kobina Ewuah, and then
married to his son Kofi Dro, who took her to ‘his place called Djumo’,
where she had five children by him. Dro died in ¢.1903. His nephew and
heir, Kwaku Enin, married one of her daughters. Adjua Badu felt that she
herself ‘took him [Enin] in substitute of my late husband’. She was to be
grievously disappointed in him. In 1907 Enin asserted that she was his
slave, claiming that she had been purchased by his uncle. The matter went
to the court of the Bantamahene, now Nana Osei Mampon. The court
rejected Enin’s claim, though not before the chief had asked for and
received another of Adjua Badu’s daughters, Aduja Petrey, as a child bride
for himself (he gave the mother only £3 in marriage payment rather than
the £5 she had requested). Kwaku Enin continued his campaign: accord-
ing to Adjua Badu, he demanded the £9 expenses that he had paid in mar-
rying her daughter (implying divorce, though this is not explicit in the
file). More, ‘he claimed from me every property his uncle my late husband
had given me including farms &c. &c. and told me to go to my country
Wassal’. Then, six months after her own marriage, Adjua Petrey fell ill and
Osei Mampon divorced her, claiming his £3 back from her mother, who
also then incurred the cost of giving ‘her to a Native Doctor to cure her’.
Adjua Badu was thus in an acute predicament, from which there was only
one escape. As I have contracted debts and I have no one in Ashanti to
assist me I went to my country Wassah and reported all my troubles to the
family at home. They dispatched two of my brothers’ to accompany her
‘with cash £50 to pay all my debts’ and bring her ‘home’. This was early
1908, shortly before slavery was administratively abolished in Asante.

Adjua Badu maintained that she had never been enslaved, and had
stayed with her husband from choice. Evidently referring to those captured
at the same time as herself, she maintained that ‘all the Wassah people res-
ident in Kumasi have returned to Wassah long ago’.’® But Osei Mampon
urged that she was indeed a slave: that having been taken captive, she was
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given by the Asantehene ‘to a diviner for fetish consultation’, and the
diviner sold her to the then Bantamahene Kobina Ewuah for £4, who gave
her in marriage to his son: Kofi Dro. The colonial authorities accepted Osei
Mampon’s argument. Chief Commissioner Fuller endorsed one of two
implications that the current Bantamahene drew from this, that ‘release
money of £4’ must be paid (to Osei Mampon) before she could go. The
other implication was that her children should remain in Asante. This was
apparently accepted by Acting Chief Commissioner Armitage, and it seems
likely that the decision stuck, though the file leaves this slightly unclear.’”

In some cases the initiative to depart came from the slavess own
kin rather than from the slaves themselves. Two documented instances
occurred: respectively, in 1906, in a village under the chief of Manso
Nkwanta; and in 1907, in the Odumase area, near Sunyani. The 1906
case concerned Jimini Yah, a Wangara woman from what is now northern
Cote d'Ivoire. She had been captured by Almani Samori Ture’s soldiers,
and sold to a Manso Nkwanta man, who was either one Kwamin Tawiah
or Tawiah’s abusua opanyin (the head of his matrilineal segment), Nsafua.
Either way, she was then married to Tawiah, and had three children by
him, to add to a baby she had been carrying on her back when she was
captured. In 1906 she was found by her brother who redeemed her for the
purchase price of £14. It is unclear whether she eventually succeeded in a
long struggle to be allowed to take the children with her, against strong
opposition from Tawiah and N’safua.’® In the 1907 case ‘a deputation
from Mankessin, in the Fante part of the Gold Coast Colony, ‘arrived at
Odumase to procure the return of the descendants of a Mankessim
woman who had been captured by the Ashantis over 100 years before’. On
‘being given their choice . . . a certain number’ of these descendants opted
to go to Mankessim: to the ‘intense irritation’ of the Odumase ‘chiefs’.”’

Direct pressure from above, in the form of prosecutions and admin-
istrative actions by the colonial state, finally became an element of direct
importance to the destiny of slaves from the later 1900s, especially after
the June 1908 prohibition. For example, in 1910, despite an appeal for
leniency from the Bekwaihene, the provincial commissioner sentenced
two men, Kobina Pong and another, to prison for slavery and/or pawning.
“The offence was a serious one and I could not give a lighter sentence than
six months imprisonment but without Hard Labour’.®® Again, in 1915 a
Bekwai sub-chief was punished in connection with the ‘unlawful arrest &
coercion of a “domestic”’.%!

The suppression was by no means wholly effective. The 1908 order
did not allow for compensation. Yet, as late as 1931, in Dominase and
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Ofoase in Amansie, there were cases of slaves or the children of slaves pay-
ing their or their mother’s purchase-price to the master. The district com-
missioner declared himself ‘aware that by old native custom, there are
many people still bound to others through ties said to be slavery’. As late
as 1948 one of the Asantehene’s sub-chiefs, the Manwerchene, went before
the Ashanti Confederacy Council of Chiefs claiming some ‘slaves’ and/or
descendants of slaves resident in the village of Beposo near Mampon. The
defendant was a nephew of the previous owner of the people, one Torpei,
who had died in the mid-1920s. The issue, as the parties saw it, was
whether Torpei had rescinded his original nomination of his nephew as his
heir in favour of giving the slaves to Asantehene Prempe I, who in turn
allocated them to the chief whom Torpei had served, the Manwerehene.
Neither party, nor the Ashanti Confederacy Council of Chiefs, appears to
have taken account of the fact that a grant of slaves had no meaning in
colonial law and, more, that slave-holding was now entirely illegal. It was
left to a British legal officer to translate the dispute into a question purely
of allegiance rather than ownership.®?

It is not surprising that some slaves should have chosen to stay with
their masters even when they knew they were free in colonial law. Many
had parents or spouses and children with their own ties in their present
community—which for some of them was the only community they had
ever known or, at least, could remember. Since slaves had enjoyed the right
to own property, those who now wanted to leave would have to consider
what to do about any immovable property, notably houses, and whether
they could safely transport all their portable assets. Indeed, as we have seen
earlier, some slaves themselves owned slaves. Torpei was an example, being
the son of two slave parents as well as a slave-owner himself.** For many
slaves dependence or security was probably more important than property.
A 1969 article recounted a narrative given by a woman by then in her
eighties whose face literally bore the marks of Mossi origins. Having been
imported to Asante ‘as a small girl’, she ‘eventually married her master’. She

.. stated that she was not ashamed of her origin; she had stayed with her
lord all his life, borne him children and served him well. Even when offered
the opportunity to ‘free’ herself, she had stayed—for what, she added, could
she have left him, for in the early years of the century he was the one secu-
rity she possessed.®

The weakening of the coercive power of the indigenous Asante state had
reduced the incentive to flee even before the British occupation, and more



Decline of Coerced Labour and Property in Persons in Practice 227

so once the colonial commissioners offered some appeal from Asante
justice. The Asantehene had renounced funeary killings—except of con-
victed murderers—in 1876. This must have made nnonkofoo breathe
more confidently. In early 1908, though, a Mossi ‘servant’ in Dwaben
named Nipahpawuya ‘ran in to Kumasi’ on the death of the omanhene,
‘stating they wanted to kill him’. When a colonial official ordered him to
return he refused to go and, as we will see later, was eventually allowed to
stay.

Others stayed in the same communities but refused to serve their
former owners.”” One informant, Mr. J. W. Owusu, put it thus: “They
didn’t go away: they were there and they were not listening to instructions
[laughs]’. He further stated ‘In every family, there were rebels: in every
family’.%8

Still others sought to smooth their way to an independent life by
offering their former owners social respect. A balance between decline in
willing deference and continued reluctance to make overt defiance is indi-
cated by a 1946 interview, given to the Ashanti Social Survey by the
‘Queen Mother” of Agogo. She said that her house-maids

.. were descendants of slaves and hostages taken in the Ashanti wars. The
custom, [sic] has been, for each slave to send a daughter to serve the Queen
Mother. Today, owing to European influence (she did not explain what she
meant by this) and the desire for freedom, most parents who owe the
Queen-Mother this service overlook their duty and try as it were, to vanish
into the crowd. She therefore has to take the initiative to go after these girls
and collect them.®

Showing deference was not necessarily onerous. According to the provin-
cial commissioner of eastern Asante in 1928, ‘Any young man in Ashanti
if he is in debt, or wishes to make some money in order to pay the Head
Rum for a wife, goes to his “Over Lord” and asks permission to go away
and work, and I have never known such request to be refused’.”

Yet others left their former owners’ communities. Indeed, it is possi-
ble that some fairly large-scale exoduses took place. In 1912 the commis-
sioner of the southern province, Major C. E. D. O. Rew, testified that
‘Villages that two or three years ago were prosperous, to my knowledge,
have now dwindled down or disappeared entirely. The mines have not
taken all the people, and the Chiefs cannot get young men for labour’.
Rew saw this as evidence that the population of Asante as a whole was
‘decreasing’ due to high infant mortality.”! The notion of decline in the
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overall population, though supported by the highly implausible census
results from 1901 and 1911,7% is contradicted by a lot of other evidence.
This includes the testimonies of Rew’s superior (the chief commissioner)
and the amanhene of the three most populous chieftaincies (#72an) in the
southern province itself (Bekwai, Adanse and Kokofu).”® There are other
possible explanations of village decline or desertion. Johnson argued that
the periodic abandonment and relocation of towns because of progressive
degradation of the local environment was a characteristic feature of
the precolonial economic history of southern Ghana.”# In south-central
Asante itself there was a recent example of existing villages being aban-
doned in favour of a new site closer to fresh farming land. It is said that
this was how Asiwa came to be founded, in the 1890s, with the older
villages of Hemtomasuaso (nearby) and Mwonwo (near Dadiase) being
deserted.”” Again, local conflicts could lead to the withdrawal of popula-
tion from a village. A village that Bekwai people had built on Adanse land,
presumably while the Adanses were in exile after 1886, was ‘abandoned’
after the return of the Adanses, who ‘were always interfering’ with the
settlers.”® To conclude, we cannot assume that the depopulation of villages
between ¢.1909 and 1912 was the result of former slaves departing. But
there are reasons for suggesting that this is likely, and worthy of further
research. We know that many villages had consisted largely or entirely of
slaves and their descendants.”” Whereas departures by slaves living in
towns might make no perceptible difference to the size of population,
departures from villages, especially small ones, would be likely to cause an
obvious dwindling of population. Though village abandonment was not
unusual, the fact that it should occur on an apparently very noticeable
scale precisely in the years immediately following the government prohi-
bition of slavery may have more than coincidental.

The meaning of departure ranged from heading home to going to
live on a Basel Mission station. The latter option was available from 1896,
albeit on a small scale. Chiefs complained that in exercising it, domestic
servants—some of whom they referred to explicitly as children of north-
ern slaves (0donko-ba, sg.) had forsaken their duties in favour of living as
Christian converts.”

We have seen that there were contrasting incentives for slaves or
ex-slaves to stay, to join the Basel Mission settlements, or to return to their
native or ancestral homes. But we need to examine the issue further if we
are to be able to generalize about the reasons some of them took one deci-
sion rather than the other. Akosua Perbi has pointed out that, on the evi-
dence of court cases, most of the slaves redeemed from their owners were
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Akan.”” To judge from the cases described in this chapter, the proposition
may be extended to slave departures generally, though only in the form of
a plausible hypothesis because the known individual cases are few. The
hypothesis, which may become more adequately testable as the destinies of
more individuals are uncovered in the future, is that Akan slaves or former
slaves had a greater tendency to head for their natal or ancestral homes than
did the apparently much larger number of slaves and former slaves who had
been born in the northern savanna, or were descended from northern cap-
tives. It should be stated that it is highly likely that many northerners left
Asante. But the proposition is that, compared to Akan slaves and ex-slaves,
they had a greater tendency to stay in their master or former master’s com-
munity, or else take refuge in a Basel Misson station. This suggestion is
based on observation from the admittedly limited evidence of outcomes;
the next chapter will comment on the contrasting economic incentives to
go home which faced Akan—and, though we have even less evidence on
their relative propensity to exit, Ewe—ex-slaves as opposed to their north-
ern colleagues.

Certainly some Ewes and indeed northerners did leave, though not
necessarily to go home, or at least not always to get so far. Salome Akosua
Dua had been brought to Asante as a war captive from ‘Eweland’, presum-
ably during the campaign that began in 1869. She then lived with her
master, Kwesi Yentumi, at Akutuasi near Domiabra. Some time in the
1900s—but apparently before 1908—she left, evidently accompanied by
her son and daughter, intending to return home. But, perhaps because of
age (by 1910, at least, she was ‘old and not fit to work any more’) she set-
tled in Bompata in Asante-Akyem. Yentumi asked the Dwabenhene to
make the three return to him: a threat which she averted via a letter from a
missionary to the chief commissioner.®” Again, let us recall the Mossi youth
Nipahpawuya, mentioned above for fleeing the Dwabenhene’s funeral rites.
He was one of two young male ‘servants’ of a Dwaben subject called Kwasi
Yesireh (or Yesala) who separately escaped and made their way to Kumasi
where they presented themselves to the colonial authorities. The officials
handed them over to, respectively, a sergeant major from the north
(Abdullai Grunshi) and the head of the Zongo (generic name for a resi-
dential district reserved for strangers, especially from the savanna). Their
master sought their return or, in lieu, £18 for Nipahpawuya and £14 for the
other, Doitcherow. Yesireh described the latter sum as ‘being the expenses
I made for the boy’:®! perhaps the purchase price. Presumably the same
applied to the other sum. The £18 was paid; apparently by a man with an
Akan name (Tuffuor), whose interest is unclear from the documents. But
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the government rejected Yesireh’s claim to compensation for Doitcherow
because the boy had complained that his master had ill-treated him.%?

Taking account of such exceptions, it remains clear that Akans pre-
dominated among those who left the communities in which they had
been held in Asante. Perbi explains this by physical distance, the non-
Akan ‘home towns’ being further from where the slaves were held than the
Akan ones.®? The analysis offered in the next chapter will enable us to sup-
plement this with a complementary economic explanation.

D. Pawnship

It is widely held for other parts of colonial Africa, and has been docu-
mented for the Gold Coast specifically, that the suppression of the internal
slave trade led to a major expansion of pawn-holding, as frustrated slave
masters turned to this alternative source of coerced labour.3 It is plausible
that this happened in Asante too, in the context of the shortage of new
slaves and frequent departures by existing ones. Indeed, for the late 1890s
and 1900s we have a gush of recorded instances of pawning. But we can-
not be sure that this reflected a real rise in the frequency of the practice. It
is just possible that the recorded rise was purely a function of another con-
sequence of the colonial occupation: the increase in the volume of written
records on Asante and the fact that these included a multitude of court
cases involving ordinary as well as ‘big’ men and women. A further per-
spective on this matter may be gained by relating it to the evidence of
trends in the monetary value of pawns and in the gender composition of
the pawned population.

It will be recalled that the mid-nineteenth century pawnings were
for a half peredwan (about £4) apiece, but that between 1883 and the
end of the 1890s the scanty evidence suggested a rise to a unit loan of two
peredwan (about £16).%° T have corresponding information for seventeen
cases between 1900 (the earliest is 1901 or 1902) and 1910. These range
dramatically from £8 to possibly £26 a head, with two exceptions: one of
£4 and one of £32.8 The uncertainty of timing is too severe to permit us
to trace a trend.?” But the average size of loans on pawns appears to have
been higher during 1901-10 than before 1883, or even during the late
1890s. After 1910 I have ‘price’ information on only two pawns: Sapon’s
niece, pawned for £20 long enough before 1925 to have produced three
children,® and a child held in pawn in 1930 on a loan of £20.% So the

monetary value of pawns may have stabilized, but if so, this was far above
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precolonial levels, in nominal and apparently in real terms. This conclusion
is consistent with a finding of Fortes from the Ashanti Social Survey’s mar-
riage data, that the average size of individual 777 sika payments was higher
during 1905-25 than before 1905.”°

This increase in the monetary value of pawns has a double signifi-
cance for the hypothesis of an expansion in the holding of pawns as a sub-
stitute for slaves. On one hand, it may be read as showing that the market
provided the main mechanism for the transmission of the diverted
demand to those who could meet it, on terms which persuaded them to
do so: larger loans. This could have induced a rise in the number of new
pawnings, as happened in southern Nigeria in the equivalent period.”! If
this occurred in Asante, it seems clear that the increase would have been
specifically in female pawns as will be seen below. But it must be made
clear that it is not definite that any increase occurred at all. For, on the
other hand, the increased ‘price’ of pawns highlights the possibilicy—
which appears to have been overlooked in the comparative literature—that
while the demand increased, the elasticity of supply was low. Thus excess
demand was channeled into inflation in the value of pawns.

Indeed, it is hard to believe that the supply of pawns was very elastic.
There is no evidence that people provided pawns unless they needed
money badly, and even the prospect of larger loans (often at 25 per cent
flat rate interest) might not compensate for their loss of the pawn’s services
and their reduced share in the products of those services. Nor is there any
very strong reason to believe that the need for loans became more wide-
spread in the very early colonial period. For neighbouring Gyaman, Terray
has argued that in exactly this time chiefs’ courts became more ready to
abuse their authority by gratuitously imposing heavy fines in order to
create debtors and therefore pawns.”? An Asante example of such judicial
extortion was given in Chapter 10.”® But in Asante the creation of severe
debt via court fines was not new. In the nineteenth century, as we have
seen, there were a number of much larger documented cases of fines oblig-
ing the debtors to give pawns: specifically, chiefs being forced to pawn or
sell subjects and lands.”® It is unlikely that after the British occupation,
with the Asantehene exiled and the remaining chiefs’ courts now con-
strained by colonial oversight, they could generate as many pawns as their
predecessors had done, especially when the latter were being shown the
way by Asantehene Kwaku Dua Panin (1834—67) or Asantehene Mensa
Bonsu (1874-83). On balance, it seems most likely that both interpreta-
tions are partly true: that there was an increase in pawning in approxi-
mately the decade to 1908, driven by increased demand; but that it was
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far from enough to absorb all the demand that had been diverted from the
slave market, and therefore suppliers of pawns were able to secure larger
loans.

The inflation in monetary value seems to have been accompanied,
coincidentally or otherwise, by a shift in gender composition. For 1900—
1910 (more precisely, as above, 1901 or 1902 to 1910) I have found seven-
teen pawning transactions in which specific pawns are identifiable by
gender. These involved eight males” and eighteen females.”® The sample
is small, but the gender composition changes in such a consistent direc-
tion that it suggests a tentative conclusion, which may be tested from
an expanded data set as further cases are discovered. Whereas in the
nineteenth century male pawns seem to have been about as numerous as
female,” in the first decade of the twentieth century female pawns greatly
outnumbered male pawns. This trend towards the feminization’ of pawnship
went much further after pawnship lost its legal status in 1908: as we will
see shortly.

The decline in human pawnship was complex and ambiguous. As
recently as ¢.1970, A. A. Y. Kyerematen wrote that ‘Although banned, the
pawning of persons is still carried out secretly’.”® Admittedly, the initial
enforcement of the ban brought moments of visibility. For instance, the
local provincial commissioner warned the Adansehene in 1909:

TOPAH and PINKRAH’s case is a clear one of pawning. For nearly two years,
the people have been consistently warned that pawning must be stopped or
the offenders would have to go to prison. I am unable to reopen the case.
2. The Chief of Edubiasi may consider himself lucky that he was not
prosecuted.”

But after ¢.1910, in other words once the prohibition of human pawning
had been publicized by judicial and administrative actions, the practice
rarely surfaces in the administrative and legal records. In 1928 the acting
commissioner of eastern Asante commented: ‘that this [pawning] still goes
on is well known, and will be hard to stamp out, but I say without hesi-
tation that it is not nearly so rife as in former years.”'?

There was a crucial gender difference in the pattern of decline in
pawnship. In a preliminary report on the matter some years ago I wrote
that “The last definite case that I have found of an adult male being held
in pawn was in 1910. Further research may uncover later instances’.'”!
Since then the reorganization of the national archives in Kumasi has
uncovered a previously mislaid file, dated 1948, which provides one pos-
sible and one definite case of later pawning of males.'??
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In assessing the implications of this, let us begin by placing the 1948
file in context. It was created in response to a request from the Secretary
of State for the Colonies in London for information to enable him to reply
to an enquiry from the Anti-Slavery and Aborigines Protection Society
about the continued existence of human pawning in West Africa. The dis-
trict commissioners of Asante, between them, reported that they could
find only two relatively recent cases. The earlier occurred in Sekyere dis-
trict in c.1928." One Kwaku Bekoe was pawned by his uncle to
Mamponhene Kwaku Dua for a debt which had been ‘presented’ to the
chief by one of his subjects, the original creditor. The pawn served the
stool as an ahenkwaa (stool servant). In 1948 a later Mamponhene, who
stated that he had been unaware of Bekoe’s pawn status, ‘has now agreed
that Bekoe must be released from his obligations and have his freedom
restored to him.” The district commissioner added that “The question of
the debt will have to be gone into separately’. The later instance reached
the notice of the state in 1947 when Kojo Kwarteng, a licensed money-
lender living in Asanso in Amansie, sued for £7.1% This, he claimed, was
outstanding from a loan of £10 with £5 interest contracted in ¢.1939. The
defendant maintained that the principal had been only £8, and that no
cash interest was due because the creditor had accepted the services of a
pawn in lieu. As it happens, “The boy stayed with’ the creditor ‘for only
one year, and left for his home town’. Three observations should be made.
First, it is likely but not certain that the pawning happened at all. In his
court statement (recorded in the file) the creditor made no mention of
pawning, and indeed implicitly denied it. The colonial administrators,
however, wrote as if pawning had been proved, perhaps because a British
magistrate’s court had, on appeal, overturned the original finding (by a
chief’s court) in favour of the creditor. Second, the latter was clearly not
prosecuted for pawning. Third, if the pawning occurred the transaction
was outside Asante: at Akropong in the Gold Coast Colony, home town
of both the borrower and the alleged pawn.

Paradoxically, this 1948 colonial administrative file which contains
evidence only of pawning of males fits very well with the evidence from
other sources that, on the contrary, the pawning of males declined fast
after its prohibition, and much faster than the pawning of females (and
perhaps young boys). To start with, it is striking that the administration
could find only one clear-cut example of a (male) pawning transaction
having taken place in relatively recent times—and that twenty years
before—on Asante soil. Again, in the case of the Akropong boy pawned
into Asante, it is significant that he was able to walk out just a year later.'"
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Unlike male-pawning, the pawning of women seems to have been
safe from interference by the colonial authorities as long as the loan could
be presented as a marriage payment, that is, as #i7 sika.'% This is no mere
argument from silence. While the 1948 file does not mention the subject
there is detailed documentation from other sources, especially the Ashanti
Social Survey, that in the mid-1940s wife-pawning was widespread in
Asante'” (and in Akan society more generally).'”® Fortes stated that #7/
sika ‘is found in about one-third of extant marriages’.!”” Overall, the recorded
cases of pawns seem to consist almost entirely of women and children (the
latter being girls where the gender is mentioned, if we exclude cases where
‘boy’ appears to mean a relatively able-bodied youth). Specifically, from
after 1910 I have now come across eight or possibly nine pawning trans-
actions in which specific pawns are identifiable by gender. They involved
only one, perhaps two, pawns identifiable as male, but nine females.''’ Two
of these were pawned to their husbands. Cases of child pawning appeared
in the courts at least up to 1942.!"! The quantitative pattern suggests that
pawning had been ‘feminized’ in the sense of becoming overwhelmingly
confined to females.

But this does not mean that wife-pawning continued to flourish
indefinitely. From the Ashanti Social Survey’s ‘haphazard sample’ of 608
marriages, of which 227 had involved payment of #ri sika, Fortes drew the
provisional conclusion that the younger the respondents, both husbands
and wives, the smaller was the propensity for their marriages to have
involved #iri sika. He also concluded that the average size of #7i sika pay-
ments had been less in the period ¢.1925-45 than in the previous twenty
years. ‘Both the amounts [of #7ri sika] paid and the number of wives on
whom [it is] paid are tending (1945) to decrease’.!'? In general it seems
likely that pawns and reluctant pawn-givers were in a stronger position
after pawning as such was banned. In a perhaps exaggerated way, in 1927,
de Graft-Johnson urged this view for the whole of what is now Ghana:

Today there are very probably some pawns, but without question they
know they are only doing temporary service, that they are free persons and
can leave at any time. Moreover the family giving and the family receiving
the pawn are usually on very friendly terms, one temporarily adopting the
daughter or son of the other and no crime or wrong is ever intended by
either by the transaction.!’?

The different trajectories of the pawning of men, children and
women after 1910 are to some extent attributable to the aims and resources
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of the enforcers of colonial policy. With respect to aims, the differences of
outcome were partly the result of colonial officials’ implicit acquiescence in
wife-pawning combined with their desire to end other kinds of pawning.
Regarding resources, the fact that the pawning of children outlived that of
men must have been partly because the former was less visible to official
gaze.

However, this was surely not the full story, either for pawning or
for slavery. One has to doubt the ability of the colonial government of
Asante to bring about the demise of adult male pawning, and indeed to
constrain the pawning of children. In 1905 the colonial police totalled
only 61, of whom 19 were specifically assigned to the railway or mines.
Police were stationed only in two of the four administrative districts into
which Asante was then divided.!'* It was only in 1910 that the total
reached the 100 mark again, from which it climbed to pass 200 in
1921."5 This was for a population that was probably undercounted at
406,000 in the 1921 census returns. As A. H. M. Kirk-Greene put it in
a broader context, ‘the police were less a presence than an earnest’.!'®
Staff shortage mattered especially on issues where the government could
hardly expect chiefs to be active enforcers of colonial law. This was so
with pawning and slavery, in which, as we have seen, the chiefs had a
vested interest; which certain of them had indeed expressed in petitions
to the government. In the 1920s larger revenues enabled the government
to deploy more police and administrative staff in Asante, as in the Gold
Coast generally: which may have hindered pawning and what remained
of slavery.'!”

As this chapter has illustrated, for Asante we are fortunate in having
a variety of sources available on the ending of property rights in people on
the ground; a process which, in Africa generally, is often thought to be
extremely hard to document. The evidence indicates that, on the one
hand, the colonial government did achieve the suppression of the slave
trade, within a few years. On the other hand when Fuller claimed, in a
book published after his retirement, that ‘a few years sufficed to suppress
both institutions [slavery and pawning] for ever,''® he exaggerated
greatly. But it could be said that in practice the gradualist policy which
Armitage and himself had urged, apparently unavailingly, did take toll of
slavery and pawning. The colonial courts’ enforcement of promissory
notes and wage contracts contributed to the realisation of the opportuni-
ties for the ‘modernization’ of labour and credit relationships. These
opportunities, as we will now see, were created by the successful Asante
adoption of cocoa farming,.



COCOA AND THE ENDING OF
LABOUR COERCION, ¢.1900—-¢.1950

This chapter examines the hypothesis that the demise of previously wide-
spread property rights in people was the result, not only of changes in law
and its implementation, but also in the economy. In the period of ‘aboli-
tion” in Asante, as in the Gold Coast before it, the principal economic
change was the adoption and spread of cocoa-farming,.

That cocoa began to be adopted before slavery was made effectively
illegal makes it interesting to examine the ending of Asante slavery as a
possible case of induced institutional innovation. Can it be explained as a
response to a shift in relative factor prices which made it socially efficient
for the property rights regime to be changed to accommodate the new
economic circumstances?! The spread of cocoa-farming altered the relative
scarcities of labour, land and capital: and this was reflected, implicitly and
explicitly, in changes in relative factor prices. Did this shift contribute to
the end of slavery in Asante? A “Third World’ parallel, to judge from
David Feeny’s account, would be nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
Thailand, where he sees a transition from rights in people to rights in land
as land became less abundant.” Section A asks whether the concept of
induced innovation can help to explain why, after waiting twelve years, the
British finally introduced prohibition. In tackling that question evidence
is provided about the impact of abolition on cocoa farming. This is much
needed because previous publications on the history of cocoa-farming in
Ghana generally have said little either way about the effect of the decline
of property rights in people upon the growth of cocoa-farming.?

Turning from policy decisions to changes in practice, Section B
examines whether the cocoa ‘revolution” helped to turn mere prohibition
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into something approaching genuine abolition. This idea was put forward
by the pioneer economic historian of British West Africa, Allan McPhee,
in 1926. He asserted that the abolition of slave dealing and the legal sta-
tus of slavery in 1874 in what was to become the Gold Coast Colony had
‘negligible’ effect until changes including ‘the development of the cocoa
industry’ dealt it a ‘staggering blow’ by, he implied, creating a ‘free labour
market’ offering ‘alternative employment’ to former slaves.? In the tradi-
tion of McPhee, but for West Africa generally, Hopkins argued in 1973
that export agriculture assisted newly emancipated slaves establish them-
selves as free farmers and migrant labourers. This in turn helped make it
possible for slavery to be ended with relatively little social and economic
disruption.” It was not until the 1980s that detailed work began to be
published on the decline of slavery in the Gold Coast Colony.® Such
research has enormously enriched and, implicitly, qualified McPhee’s sketch,
but without mentioning his hypothesis or considering the evidence on it
in any detail. Section B examines the proposition for Asante, with refer-
ence to corvée as well as slavery and pawning. It goes on to inquire whether
the growth of cocoa-farming, and related economic changes, help explain
the social unevenness of the decline of slavery and pawning.

A. Induced Institutional Innovation?
The Decision to Prohibit Slavery and Pawning
and the Impact of Cocoa Cultivation

This section examines the British decision effectively to ban slavery and
pawning in relation to the hypothesis of induced institutional innovation.
The major economic change of the period was the adoption and rapid
spread of cocoa production. This progressively altered the factor ratios,
and is thus very much the kind of economic change that, in terms of the
hypothesis, might induce institutional change. We ask first how much fac-
tor ratios had shifted by 1908. We go on to examine the contribution of
various forms of coerced labour to the cocoa take-off in Asante. We then
consider whether the colonial government’s decision to forbid slavery and
pawning, when it was eventually made, can be considered as in any sense
induced by economic change within Asante.

By its nature the spread of cocoa cultivation was progressively
increasing the ratio of fixed capital (mostly in the form of cocoa trees) to
labour, and reducing the relative abundance of land in relation to labour.



238  Labour, Land and Capital in Ghana

But how far had this shift gone by the critical decision-year of 1908? To
answer this question we need to estimate how much land had been put
under cocoa trees by then. The basic method is to start with the annual
export figures (as noted earlier, we can take exports as equivalent to out-
put). Ideally, we would select a year in which all cocoa beans sold were the
produce of trees planted by the end of the major rains in 1908, which was,
in effect, precisely when the prohibition on slavery and pawning was
introduced. Yet it would also be a year in which all those trees had come
into full bearing. Though no such perfect year exists, we can assume that
almost all the cocoa sold in 1914 came from trees planted before the pro-
hibition; but a high proportion of these trees would not have reached peak
bearing. Thus to use the 1914 crop to estimate pre-prohibition planting
would be somewhat to understate the latter. To use the 1919 crop, on the
other hand, would be to overstate it. Most of the trees planted before pro-
hibition would have reached or come close to peak bearing by the time
they contributed to the bumper 1919 crop, but it would have been
boosted by output from newer-bearing trees planted ¢.1909—14. Thus the
true acreage planted by the time of the ban would be represented by an
output figure somewhere between the 1914 (11,819 tonnes) and 1919
(32,455 tonnes) harvests, but probably closer to the former.”

To obtain the acreage we divide the output by the average yield per
acre. Figures for the latter, from African farms in Asante and/or the Gold
Coast Colony, vary from 7 to 10 60-pound (27.2 kilogram) ‘loads’. Given
that much of the acreage was not yet in full bearing, it is appropriate to
reject the highest of these figures. This was an estimate for Asante in
1932-33, by J. C. Muir, the head of the Ashanti Division of the
Agricultural Department.® By that year a much higher proportion of the
trees would have been at their peak. The lowest figure, which was
W. H. Beckett’s finding for the village of Akokoaso in Akyem in the Gold
Coast Colony in the early 1930s,” is probably too low for our purposes. For
the evidence is that yields in the early decades of Asante cocoa farming
tended to be higher, as Muir’s figure dramatized. The safest yield number
for this period is perhaps the 9 loads per acre reported by Cardinall for
1931, apparently for colonial Ghana as a whole.!® Assuming 540 pounds
(245 kilograms) an acre, the area of bearing cocoa was 75 square miles
(194 square kilometres) in 1914 and 297 square miles (769 square
kilometres) in 1919. This amounted to 0.31 and 0.84 per cent, respec-
tively, of the total surface area of Asante. Even on Beckett’s 420 pounds an
acre, the proportion would have been only just over 1 percent (1.07) in
1919, the first year in which such a proportion had been even approached.
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Therefore, though the territory of Asante included some savanna and other
land unsuitable for cocoa, including towns, it is clear that land was still
relatively abundant. Virtually all the population of Asante with control
over their time had free or nearly free access to land, while labour was still
relatively scarce. Thus, as yet, cocoa had not changed factor ratios enough
to generate a shift in relative factor prices remotely sufficient to encourage
property-owners to convert themselves from masters to employers.

Consistent with this is the extensive use of corvée in the early colo-
nial period, at the initiative of chiefs and of the colonial government. For
this can be seen precisely as a response to the fact that the conditions which
had made coercion essential to the recruitment of extra-familial labour
before 1896 still obtained after it, certainly beyond 1908."" Admittedly,
the labour requisitioned by the government was underpaid rather than
unpaid (except for the post-revolt punishment tasks). For instance, in
1898 the government paid chiefs 9 pence a day, including subsistence, per
worker supplied for ‘a day’s march averaging 18 miles’ (29 kilometres).'*
It was the same government source which observed that ‘the women and
children . . . can make on average 9d. to 1s. a day’ in gold washing, an
activity which had been largely given up by men because it was harder and
less profitable than rubber production.!® So we can assume that, even aside
from resentment at the colonial occupation, no voluntary labour would
have been forthcoming in the dry season of 1898 at 9d. a day for such an
arduous exertion as long-distance headloading. The British government
thus got its labour at significantly below the market-clearing price—even
for the dry season. It is harder still to envisage 9d. a day attracting labour
services from Asante farmers during the rains, when planting and weeding
needed to be done on their own farms to assure the adequacy of the next
food harvest.

The chiefs, too, were obtaining labour at below any plausible free-
market price when they called their subjects to make cocoa farms for the
stool. While food crops would have been planted to shade the young
plants, the rights to them would presumably belong to the chief. Let us
consider Amansie district, to the south of Kumasi, a case which I have
studied in detail—so far the only detailed study of the early years of cocoa
production in Asante. One of the findings, from fieldwork plus some
archival evidence, was that corvée was a major source of labour on early
cocoa farms. This was so in the case of the first cocoa farm in Amansie dis-
trict, Kwame Dei’s at Asiwa.!? The labour of free subjects created the first
stool cocoa farm in Manso Nkwanta, which was said to be as old as any
cocoa farm in the town.'® In Esumeja, too, the early stool cocoa farm was
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made by communal labour.'® Of the village of Tetekaso, in Amansie but
under the Esasehene, it was said in court in 1957: ‘I remember about
1911, Agyie-Tiaa was enstooled chief of Tetekaso, and two big cocoa
farms were made for the Tetekaso stool’.!” Agyie-Tiaa however denied this,
claiming ‘that the farms which I have are by my own labour, and nobody
has made the farm[s] for me’.!8

There are other known cases of chiefs’ farms in Amansie district. It
is highly likely that these too were made by corvée, though I cannot con-
firm this. In 1913 Fuller noted that Chief Owiabu of Feyase had ‘made’
four cocoa farms. He ‘will relinquish the stool . . . and as he has disposed
of 2 cocoa Plantations the remaining two will become Stool property
against which Owiabu will have no claim’.’” The Adumasahene estab-
lished a stool farm as one of the first cohort of cocoa farms in the Ofoase-
Kokoben area, soon after 1900.2° At Asubina near Manso Nkwanta the
chief’s farm was ‘about 8 years old’” in 1921.! A stool cocoa farm was
made at Amoafo: exactly when is unclear, but probably before 1914.22 As
for Adanse district, in 1911 Adansehene Kobina Foli told a commission
on land tenure: ‘T have a very large’ cocoa farm.?

What of the mass of private farmers? Perhaps the most revealing con-
text in which to consider this is the fact that cocoa was not heavily planted
in Asante until shortly after the Yaa Asantewaa War. An obvious reason for
this is that diffusion of the exotic crop took time. Though it had been
experimented with over quite a long period in the Gold Coast, it was only
in 1893 that annual exports had reached 1 tonne.?* Further, as noted ear-
lier, it was not until 1903 that the ra