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  Introduction  

    Rebecca   Shumway    and     Trevor  R.  Getz   

  Th is book brings together the dynamic scholarly fi elds of slavery studies and 

Ghana studies in order to broaden and deepen knowledge in both fi elds. Recent 

scholarship on the history of slavery has revealed the incalculable variations 

in systems of servitude over time and in every corner of the globe, while 

reaffi  rming and clarifying the monumental shared experience of the Middle 

Passage and the creation of the African diaspora. It has also moved beyond 

questioning the infl uence and survival of African cultures in the New World 

to fi lling in the rich details of how African ways of life were transplanted and 

renewed within innumerable societies across the Americas and beyond. And the 

study of slavery in Africa has progressed from broad studies seeking to quantify 

the scale of slavery or the changing nature of slavery over time to much more 

focused local studies that point to the entanglement between slavery and other 

social institutions and analyze the experiences of particular enslaved individuals 

through the study of oral sources, the arts, and memory. 

 Meanwhile, scholars of Ghana have branched out from what was once a 

nearly exclusive concern with Asante history and culture to examine the complex 

relationships between various ethnic and cultural groups within Ghana over 

time, and to appreciate the profound and enduring connections between the 

people of Ghana and societies around the Atlantic World, particularly those of 

the African diaspora. Th anks largely to the pioneering work of Akosua Adoma 

Perbi on the history of slavery in Ghana, scholars of Ghana are increasingly 

treating slavery and servitude as important and embedded aspects of Ghanaian 

life, past and present. Th e recent growth of Ghana’s economy and the expansion 

of heritage tourism have also increased scholarly interest in the historical 

connections between Ghanaians and the descendants of enslaved Africans 

for whom Ghana is a homeland. Th is book brings together experts on slavery, 

African history, and the African diaspora to further these research agendas with 

a particular focus on Ghana. 
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 Th e authors are indebted to the organizers of an international conference 

entitled “Slavery in Africa: Past, Heritage, Present,” which was planned to take 

place in Nairobi, Kenya in October 2014. Th e conference organizers called for 

new scholarship that would redress the imbalance in scholarly work on parts of 

the world aff ected by slavery. Th ey noted that scholars of African studies have 

produced far less scholarship centered on slavery than those of other world 

regions such as the Americas and Caribbean islands. Th ey also sought to rectify 

the widespread neglect of the links between historical experiences of slavery 

in Africa and African nation-building. When Rebecca Shumway circulated 

a request for papers to comprise a panel for this conference that would deal 

specifi cally with Ghana, it became clear that scholars of Ghana had a keen interest 

in these topics. Eight paper proposals were submitted. Sadly, the terrorist attack 

on Nairobi’s Westgate shopping mall in September 2013 and other problems in 

Kenya at that time disrupted plans for the conference and made it impossible for 

many scholars to travel to Kenya.  

 Th e energy around the topic of slavery and its legacy in Ghana was channeled 

instead into plans for an edited collection, which has culminated in the present 

book. We organized a meeting of interested scholars, and a panel, at the 2014 

African Studies Association Annual Conference. We then sponsored two panels 

and met again at the 2015 African Studies Association. At that meeting, we 

discussed many of the papers and identifi ed key themes for the book. Some of our 

ideas built upon the themes proposed for the Nairobi conference, while others 

were unique to Ghana studies. We wholeheartedly embraced the importance 

of slavery as both a historical practice and a problem with ongoing impacts 

within Ghanaian society. One of the major contributions of this book is that it 

brings together experts on the history of Ghana and the diaspora with experts 

on contemporary Ghana. Having three contributors who are based in Ghana 

has also very much enriched our conversations and thinking about the legacy 

of slavery in Ghana. Not least among their contributions have been reminders 

that what we present in this book could potentially have legal ramifi cations for 

the authors and other Ghanaian citizens. Th is reminder in itself speaks to the 

continued importance of slavery’s legacy in Ghana and to the highly sensitive 

nature of the topic. 

 Th is book broadens the geographic scope of analysis beyond that of the 

Nairobi conference, which focused almost exclusively on Africa, in order to treat 

Ghana and the vast African diaspora as a unitary realm of study. Each of the 

contributors to this book has defi ned her or his previous work, at least in part, 
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as centered on Ghana. And of course like any other nation, Ghana deserves to be 

the subject of scholarly inquiry for its own sake. But it is now obvious that it would 

be both inaccurate and irresponsible for any historian to ignore the profound 

impacts of Ghana’s centuries-old relationship with Europe and the Americas 

on the country’s history and its contemporary conditions.  1   Unfortunately, the 

historiography of Ghana has too oft en represented historical developments 

in Ghana as though they were unaff ected by external forces—particularly the 

transatlantic slave trade.  2   Th is book reverses this trend. Treating slavery and 

its legacy in Ghana as part of the broader history of the African diaspora, and 

vice versa, is not meant to give undue agency to European or other non-African 

actors. Rather, it is a means of demonstrating the broad geographical impact 

Ghanaian actors have had on world history and the innovative ways in which 

the people of Ghana have for centuries incorporated elements of European, 

American, and African American culture into their own. 

 Several questions were central to this project. First, we asked what  slavery  means 

in the Ghanaian context. Can this European term be naturalized to historical 

institutions and experiences in the societies that now constitute Ghana? How did 

Ghanaian institutions of servitude and dependency vary across space and change 

over time? How were they experienced? Also, how were these institutions and 

experiences intertwined with the Atlantic slave trade, and how did this system 

change them? Similarly, how did Ghanaian understandings of the world survive 

or morph through the Atlantic slaving system and into the Americas? How did 

the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade and the progressive criminalization of 

slavery in the nineteenth century aff ect these understandings and experiences? 

And how did Ghanaians shape and infl uence these changes, which are normally 

understood as “European” in origin? Finally, how and to what degree did 

abolition and emancipation transform the institutions and experiences of slavery 

in Ghana? And what is their ongoing legacy in Ghana today? 

 Th roughout, we have developed the project with the hope that it will serve as 

both a benchmark of the state of research on slavery and its legacy in Ghana and 

the diaspora and as a starting point for further research. We have endeavored 

to reference as much as possible the relevant works upon which we are building 

and to assess the strengths and shortcomings of the existing scholarship. We also 

try to point the way toward future projects that might engage areas of enquiry 

that still lack suffi  cient attention. Th e works presented here converge around 

three central themes: slavery in Africa, Ghana and the diaspora, and the legacy 

of slavery. 
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   Slavery in Africa   

 It is important at the start to acknowledge that the topic of slavery has diff erent 

meanings to diff erent readers, and that it is a sensitive and politically charged 

topic. Among scholars and students based in the United States, slavery is 

oft en envisioned as something that is fundamentally connected to Africa and 

Africans because of the tremendous impact the forced migration, known 

as the transatlantic slave trade, has had on American life. Meanwhile, for 

many scholars and students based in African countries, the notion of racially 

determined chattel slavery is entirely American and bears no relationship to 

forms of servitude in Africa’s history and cultures. Indeed, what non-African 

scholars have oft en referred to as  slavery  in Africa usually goes by another, 

local name in the African context and bears little comparison to American 

plantation slavery. For this reason and others, scholars have long debated 

whether the term  slavery  is even applicable to the forms of servitude found in 

African contexts.  3   Th e lack of consensus on the meaning of the term  slavery  

explains why an African scholar might respond to a scholarly presentation on 

the subject of “slavery in Ghana” by insisting that the presenter is mistaken, that 

there never was “slavery” in Ghana and that the presenter misunderstands, and 

misrepresents, African culture.  4   

 Th e contention that slavery never existed in Ghana has its roots in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when colonial offi  cials in what was 

then called the Gold Coast Colony faced the daunting task of enforcing abolition 

in societies that had long practiced various forms of servitude, including slavery. 

Since many forms of dependency and servitude existed in Ghanaian societies 

and many of them were based on real or fi ctive kinship, colonial offi  cials 

frequently argued that so-called domestic slavery was not in fact slavery at all. 

One clear example of this comes from a 1927 report written by J. C. De Graft -

Johnson, an African civil servant in the colonial Native Aff airs bureaucracy.  5   

Although the report was meant to establish the success of the administration’s 

eff orts in eradicating slavery in the face of parliamentary enquiry, de Graft -

Johnson developed a chain of arguments that instead focused on the theme that 

servitude in the Gold Coast had never really been slavery, writing that “except 

in name,” it “cannot be called slavery by a long stretch.” De Graft -Johnson 

distinguished between a “European” and an “African” sense of slavery. Quoting 

both cultural nationalist John Mensah Sarbah and British medical offi  cer W. 

Walton Claridge, he contrasted the European system of atrocities and conditions 
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of perpetual service against the much more benign  domestic slavery  and  pawning  

practices in Africa, which were wrapped up in systems of family obligations 

and chieft ainship.  6   “As a rule,” he wrote, “both male and female slaves were well 

treated” in the latter. Th erefore they rarely liberated themselves even when given 

the opportunity to do so, but instead “remain attached to the house where they 

had been brought up.” Th us, he concluded, slavery in the European sense did 

not exist in the Gold Coast. Domestic slavery existed, but tended to be “in name 

only” and would, “entirely die out within a generation.” 

 In the colonial period, this claim worked in offi  cials’ own interests because 

it relieved them of the responsibility of actually dealing with slavery as a legal 

problem under British colonial rule. It has been taken up by later generations, 

however, for other reasons. Slavery is a blemish on the history of any society 

that has practiced it. Documents such as de Graft -Johnson’s have provided a 

sort of historical evidence for minimizing slavery or denying that slavery 

existed.  7   Th e scholarship of a growing number of historians, anthropologists, 

and archaeologists simply proves otherwise.  8   

 In this book, we seek to acknowledge the complexity and variability of forms 

of servitude in Ghana and the diaspora while nevertheless using the term  slavery  

to refer to those instances where an individual is constrained by a lack of freedom 

in a way that is comparable to the unfree status of slaves in other global contexts. 

For our purposes, a person can be considered a slave if she or he is the property 

of another person (or persons), and can be sold or purchased. It should be taken 

as a starting point that all human societies exhibit inequality, and the most 

marginalized people oft en have little or no access to the highest status within 

the society. In Africa, as elsewhere across the globe, many forms of servitude 

have existed over the course of past millennia. In general, people who have 

occupied the lowest rungs of African society or entered into an African society 

as a captive or refugee could at least expect to be assimilated over time and to 

be “bound in a mutually obligatory relationship to some corporate group.”  9   Th is 

social assimilation is perhaps the greatest diff erence between African and New 

World slavery. Unlike slaves in many of the slave societies of the Americas, slaves 

in Ghana were always regarded as human beings and entitled to certain rights 

as such, although these were perhaps not uniformly honored.  10   Nevertheless, 

as Martin Klein and Claire Robertson have shown, it would be a mistake to see 

slavery in Africa as anything other than a type of servility and exploitation.  11   

As Perbi has explained, slavery in Ghana resembled Western forms of slavery 

in that a slave was regarded as a commodity that could be bought or sold, or 
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given away as a gift . In this respect, the status of a slave in precolonial Ghana 

was similar to that of slaves in ancient Mesopotamia, China, the Islamic world, 

and Europe.  12   

 Any particular servile relationship is best understood within its local cultural 

and temporal context, and by the indigenous vocabulary used to name it. In Ghana, 

there are at least fi ve separate terms, translatable into several Ghanaian languages, 

that relate to unfree people. In the Akan language, Twi, a servant was called  akoa ; 

a pawn was  awowa ; a slave was  donko ; a war captive was  dommum ; and a slave 

condemned to capital punishment was  akyere .  13   Servants could be people who 

served within a household, but the term was also used to distinguish a lesser chief 

from a superior one, in the sense that a subchief “serves” a paramount chief. Pawns 

were people held as security for a debt and were to be returned to the debtor’s 

family upon payment of the debt.  14   A slave was someone who had been purchased 

or otherwise acquired by another person and usually had been physically removed 

from his or her family and homeland. War captives held a slightly diff erent 

position from slaves in that they might be redeemed in the peacemaking process 

that followed war. A slave under capital punishment had been found guilty of 

an off ense and awaited execution.  15   Th is taxonomy marked diff erences within a 

broader dependency system of relationships between subordinates and superiors 

( akua-awora ) that nevertheless provided a unifi ed frame for all of them. 

 While it is essential to distinguish among these local forms of slavery and 

servitude and to comprehend the broader social system and rules in which they 

existed, it is also important to understand how and why these forms changed over 

time.  16   To do so requires looking beyond Ghana and Africa to the history of the 

Atlantic basin and, to a lesser extent, the globe. As Joseph Miller has argued, the 

general pattern of change in slaving in Africa was that slaving, “fi rst . . . served as 

a strategy of creating and maintaining an ethos of community, and then, in the 

last few centuries, increasingly in ways that implemented the same militarizing 

strategies of Muslim and then European slavers, eff ectively outsourcing Asian 

and European militarization and violence to people in Africa.”  17   Ghana and West 

Africa evolved over the past fi ve hundred years as participants in what John K. 

Th ornton has called “the making of the Atlantic world.”  18   Societies along the 

western coast of Africa did not merely trade with passing ships from Europe and 

the Americas during the so-called age of sail. Like all major Atlantic ports in the 

early modern period, the coastal towns of West Africa also brought people from 

four continents together to share and exchange languages, culture, microbes, 

and genetic material.  19   
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 Th e development of transatlantic trade aff ected West African political and 

commercial systems by creating new opportunities for powerful individuals to 

gain wealth and infl uence. And as the transatlantic slave trade wore on, many 

African societies that previously might have included only a few slaves began to 

use slaves extensively in production, political power, or domestic servitude, as 

Lovejoy and Manning have demonstrated.  20   Th e buying and selling of enslaved 

people increased within Africa, and the percentage of enslaved people within 

African societies also increased. In other words, the growth of the transatlantic 

slave trade and the expansion of slavery within Africa happened simultaneously 

and symbiotically.  

 Th at is not to suggest that the forms of slavery that existed in the Americas 

were the same as those in Africa in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; 

they were not. But practices of enslavement, slave owning, and slave trading 

on both sides of the Atlantic changed in tandem over the long course of the 

transatlantic slave trade. When abolitionists from Europe came to West Africa 

in the nineteenth century to stamp out what they viewed as barbaric “African” 

practices of slavery and slave trading, they were very much taking on a problem 

that they themselves had played a great part in making. Slavery in nineteenth-

century Africa would have looked very diff erent had European colonization of 

the Americas, and thus the transatlantic slave trade, never occurred. 

 In using the term “ slavery ” with regard to the history of Ghana, then, we seek 

to intentionally link the practice of slavery in Ghana with the history of slavery in 

the Atlantic World, even as we emphasize that it is an umbrella term encompassing 

many diff erent individual experiences. Doing so will help to clarify the ways in 

which indigenous forms of servitude have persisted over time while identifying 

the ways in which they also have changed in response to external factors. 

 Th e interconnectedness of indigenous slavery and the transatlantic slave 

system can perhaps best be understood from the point of view of someone taken 

captive in Ghana during the era of the slave trade (roughly 1650–1850). She or 

he might face several outcomes, including becoming a slave in Asante or another 

part of Ghana, or becoming a  saltwater slave  bound for the Americas. Manu 

Herbstein’s  Ama  tells a story of a young woman who experienced both.  21   

 Aft er the passage of the Abolition Act in Britain in 1807, the volume of the 

slave trade from the Ghana coast declined rapidly, but indigenous slavery did not 

revert to its prior state. Slavery in Ghana continued to be shaped by economic and 

ideological forces from across the Atlantic throughout the nineteenth century. 

Th e immediate change was the drop in the price of an enslaved person aft er 1807. 
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Th is enabled and perhaps encouraged Ghana’s elites to acquire greater numbers 

of slaves. Markets for palm oil developed in Europe in the early nineteenth 

century and created new incentives for the use of slave labor in Ghana, as slaves 

were used to produce and carry palm oil down footpaths to the coast. In a few 

regions in Ghana, European-owned, slave-worked plantations emerged that 

somewhat resembled those in the American colonies.  22   Th e nature and scale of 

slavery in Ghana during the nineteenth century bore a greater resemblance to 

American slavery than ever before, as large numbers of slaves worked to grow, 

harvest, refi ne, and transport a cash crop to the coast for export.  23   

 Th e ending and abolition of slavery in Ghana was also a story of indigenous 

practices changing in ways connected to Atlantic slavery. Emancipation 

was not a clear straightforward process anywhere, including West Africa. As 

several important studies of African slavery and emancipation have shown, 

even in societies where emancipation was declared by law, freedom was 

always relative.  24   In societies where there was no clear act of emancipation, the 

distinction between people of slave origin and other members of society simply 

disappeared.  

 When considering the history of Ghana, it becomes more diffi  cult to determine 

who was a slave and who was free aft er 1807. Beginning with the Abolition of 

the Slave Trade Act, the British government pursued a policy of criminalizing 

slave trading and slavery throughout the British Empire, essentially reversing 

their economic motives in West Africa. British traders and administrators on 

the coast of Ghana, who created most of the documentary evidence, increasingly 

used ambiguous language to describe the forms of servitude they witnessed 

and in which they participated. Th is was partly intentional because slavery 

and slave trading was illegal for them as British subjects, but many were still 

very much involved in the slave trade as direct participants and as creditors. 

Oft en, the ambiguous language regarding slavery that appears in nineteenth 

century documents refl ects the fact that British personnel honestly did not know 

whether someone was a slave or a wife, a slave or a dependent child, a slave or a 

pawn, a slave or a client. Th ese ambiguities are discussed in the chapters by Getz 

and Jenkins in this book. 

 Aft er the abolition of slavery in the Gold Coast Colony (by order of the British 

colonial government in 1874), slave owners sometimes redefi ned their slaves 

as wives or kin in order to avoid losing their property in British-administered 

courts. Enslaved people sought to use the laws to rewrite their status as full 

members of society and also to negotiate new rights and living situations. In 
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other cases, they insisted on their slave status in order to gain freedom in the 

courts. Th e laws against slavery were based on a British defi nition of slavery that 

did not match the much more variable forms of servitude in Ghana. Th us the 

ending of slavery was conditioned in part by Ghana’s many ties to the Atlantic 

economy and particularly the British Empire. 

   Ghana and its Diaspora 

 While slavery and its legacy in Ghana have been inextricably linked to social, 

political, and economic developments in the Atlantic world as a whole, there are 

particular ways in which Ghanaians are linked to the descendants of captives 

taken from Ghana who are now living in the Americas. Roughly one million 

people departed the coast of Ghana aboard slave ships.  25   Many of them died at 

sea, and many more became unfree members of Caribbean, South American, and 

North American societies. Although it is, sadly, impossible to trace the precise 

African locations from which most of these captives and their descendants 

originated, the historical memory of Africa as a homeland remains a powerful 

and essential element of identity for millions of people in the African diaspora.  26   

In recent decades, scholarship focusing on this African diaspora has made a major 

contribution to refashioning the prevailing view of world history by undermining 

Eurocentric paradigms and better explaining the historical connections between 

Africa and the Americas, and indeed the global African diaspora.  27   

 Two recent books about the Ghanaian diaspora, specifi cally, have launched 

Ghana studies into this fi eld.  28   Kwasi Konadu’s  Th e Akan Diaspora in the 

Ameri cas argues that Akan spiritual culture formed a solid core for social and 

cultural reconstruction of West African life among captives in the Americas.  29   

Meanwhile, in  Gold Coast Diasporas , Walter C. Rucker develops the argument 

that slaves from the Gold Coast (and those grouped with them by Europeans) 

developed from Ghanaian roots a common set of weapons, including gendered 

ideas and performances, potions and charms, as well as a group ideology, as 

tools for resisting dehumanization and opposing systemic slavery in the Euro-

Caribbean model.  30   

 Th e links between Ghanaians and the African diaspora only grew stronger 

aft er the end of transatlantic slaving, as nineteenth century Ghanaians developed 

plans for modern, self-governing states within an international political and 

economic climate that was infused with racism toward black people. By the 
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late nineteenth century, African or black identity—concepts originating among 

African-descended activists in the diaspora—was central to Ghana’s anti-

colonial nationalist movement.  31   

    Slavery and its Legacy  

 Th is book answers the call articulated by the organizers of the Nairobi 

conference for deeper examination and consideration of both slavery and its 

legacy in Africa. Th e chapters assembled here address both the legacy of the 

transatlantic slave trade and the legacy of the practice of slavery within Ghana, 

sometimes referred to as  domestic slavery .  32   We are indebted to Professor Akosua 

Adoma Perbi for her bold initiative in laying the groundwork for this kind of 

research and analysis.  33   It is well known in Ghana and among historians of 

Ghana that the laws of the land have prohibited anyone from even mentioning 

another person’s origins—including whether or not they had slave ancestry. Th is 

prohibition was apparently ordered by Asantehene Osei Tutu as far back as the 

late seventeenth century, in an eff ort to facilitate the incorporation of several 

newly conquered populations into a unitary Asante state.  34   Slavery’s legacy has 

long been intentionally denied and/or obscured in Ghanaian society, creating 

tremendous hurdles for researchers interested in this topic. Nevertheless, Perbi 

      

 Figure 1    Roadside sign directing heritage tourists to the Garden of Reverence, 
Assin Manso. 

Credit: Photograph by Rebecca Shumway, 2009.   
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as well as Ray Kea, Sandra Greene, Larry Yarak, Ray Dummett, Kofi  Baku, and 

the many authors contributing to this collection have made important inroads.  35   

 As noted above, the expansion of slavery within Ghana was itself part of the 

legacy of the transatlantic slave trade. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 

the transatlantic slave trade directly aff ected the political climate as well as the 

economic systems within Ghana, as the work of Ray Kea, Kwame Daaku, Kwame 

Arhin, Margaret Priestley, and others showed decades ago.  36   Market demand for 

enslaved Africans, represented on the coast of Ghana by a near-constant stream 

of slaving vessels, changed the meaning and value of wealth, property, and 

status in Ghana’s societies, as it did throughout Atlantic Africa.  37   Th e emergence 

of organized slaving that resulted from European demand for captives was 

fundamental to the evolution and expansion of slaveholding and slaving in 

Ghana. Moreover, the increased violence, loss of family members, and long-

term economic damage stemming from the transatlantic slave trade necessitated 

the rise of powerful militarized states like Asante and protective shrines like 

 Nananom Mpow  on the coast and  Tongnaab  in the northern savanna.  38   Th ese 

transformations in Ghanaian societies, as well as the expansion of indigenous 

slavery, set the stage for the particular kinds of relationships formed between the 

British and various groups within Ghana in the nineteenth century and beyond.  

 In the nineteenth century, the expansion of slavery and slave trading within 

Ghana coincided with the development of anti-slavery ideology and the 

criminalization of slavery. Policy-makers in Great Britain justifi ed progressive 

incursions on autonomous polities in Ghana, including colonial rule, in part by 

insisting that they were pursuing the moral cause of abolishing slavery. However 

transparent and hypocritical this claim may have been is evidence of the 

historical links between slavery and colonialism and the interconnected legacies 

of both. As some of the chapters in this collection demonstrate, the issue of 

slavery was oft en central to the negotiation of African rights in British colonial 

courts.  39   Several studies have shown the particular ramifi cations of Britain’s 

declaration of emancipation for women, both as slaves and slaveholders. Claire 

Robertson suggests that enslaved women in post-emancipation Accra found new 

opportunities to liberate themselves only to then fi nd new living and working 

situations especially limited.  40   Kwabena Adu-Boahen, meanwhile, suggests that 

women played an increasing role as slaveholders in Ghana over the course of 

the nineteenth century.  41   Trevor R. Getz and Lindsay Ehrisman have suggested 

that that British anti-slavery courts may have provided a forum for at least some 

women to contest or transform their social status and lifestyle.  42   
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 In contemporary Ghana, the legacy of slavery is most pronounced in the ways 

descendants of slaves experience limitations on their rights. Perbi’s extensive 

research within communities across Ghana confi rms the ongoing discrimination 

confronting Ghanaians who are identifi ed as having slave ancestry across the 

country. Drawing on some 375 interviews and discussions, and mobilizing 

proverbs and stories, Perbi’s research reveals a dynamic and assimilative system 

of servility and clientage within the context of kinship systems. She uses oral 

histories to depict the modes of acquisition, employment, and to some degree 

social experiences of the enslaved in Ghana’s recent history. Sandra Greene’s 

work has also begun to reveal more about the experiences of the enslaved and 

about African ideas of slavery and abolition.  43   

 Another legacy is the common belief, particularly among Ghanaians in the 

south of the country, that historically, slaves were people from the northern part 

of Ghana. Even as historical research has increasingly demonstrated that Akan 

and other southern ethnic groups were enslaved in large numbers, particularly 

in the era of the transatlantic slave trade, the stereotype of northerners as slaves 

persists. Th is phenomenon has recently been examined by Susan Benson and 

Benjamin Kankpeyeng.  44   

 Th e legacy of slavery is also a central issue in modern Ghana’s relationship 

with the African diaspora. Edward Bruner’s 1996 “Tourism in Ghana: Th e 

representation of slavery and the return of the black diaspora” was a landmark 

study in this fi eld, depicting the contests and complementarities between the 

views of visitors and pilgrims and local understandings of the slave trade 

and its heritage around Cape Coast Castle.  45   As Bayo Holsey has described, 

Ghanaians’ historical memory of the transatlantic slave trade is intricately 

intertwined with historical memory of local forms of slavery. As she and 

other researchers interested in the history of the transatlantic slave trade 

have found, when coastal Ghanaians are asked about the transatlantic slave 

trade they oft en respond by speaking about local slaveholding practices, or 

more likely by expressing an unwillingness to speak about local slaveholding 

practices.  46   For visitors from the diaspora, the legacy of the transatlantic slave 

trade is of primary concern, and heritage tourists oft en encounter diffi  culty 

fi nding common ground with Ghanaians on the meaning of slavery and its 

repercussions.  47   

 We hope that looking at slavery as a historical phenomenon  and  as a root 

cause of problems facing contemporary Ghana will open up and facilitate new 

conversations within Ghana and beyond, in scholarly and non-scholarly circles. 

As Wilhelmina Donkoh’s chapter implores, the history and legacy of slavery in 
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Ghana and elsewhere should be viewed as a shared inheritance among all the 

inhabitants of the modern world. 

   Th e Book and its Authors 

 Th is book brings together leading experts in Ghanaian and diaspora history 

and anthropology from three continents and six countries. Th e chapters are 

organized into three parts in roughly chronological order. Part One consists of 

chapters that focus on the precolonial period, including the transatlantic slave 

trade, enslaved people from Ghana living in the diaspora, and political ideology 

in the immediate post-abolition era. Th e chapters in Part Two primarily treat the 

colonial period, focusing particularly on Ghanaians’ struggle for freedom and 

the roles of European missions and colonial courts. Part Th ree includes chapters 

that examine contemporary Ghana with an emphasis on the legacy of slavery 

and the slave trade.  

 Because our aim in this project was to intentionally cross boundaries that 

have previously limited scholarship on this complex topic, many of the chapters 

incorporate analyses of more than one of these chronological periods. Th ey 

examine change over time but also the continuities over the past few centuries. 

Th ey also intentionally consider matters related to the transatlantic slave trade 

and indigenous slavery in dynamic relation to one another.  

 Th e fi rst part of this book focuses on the era of the transatlantic slave trade 

and on what we know of institutions and experiences of slavery and slaving in 

precolonial Ghana. Th e fi rst chapter, from Rebecca Shumway, surveys the trends 

and trajectories of scholarship on the transatlantic slave trade in this region. 

Th rough a historiographic lens, Shumway introduces core debates and fi ndings 

of more than fi ft y years of scholarship. Chapter 2, from Samuel Aniegye Ntewusu, 

takes this analysis far into northern Ghana and deep into culture and politics. 

Like many chapters in this book, Ntewusu’s work connects the experiences and 

manifestations of the slave trading era with contemporary identity and political 

culture. Th e next chapter, from Walter C. Rucker, crosses the Atlantic to the 

eighteenth-century Americas. Rucker argues that Ghanaian culture formed the 

groundwork for technologies of resistance in the diasporic setting. Th e part 

concludes with a chapter focused on a diff erent kind of resistance. Shumway 

turns our attention to southern Ghana in this period by analyzing abolitionism 

in Fanteland, a subject sorely neglected by histories of the abolition movement 

that emphasize only American and European actors. 
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 Th e second part shift s the focus to colonial rule following the Anglo–Asante 

War of 1874 (“the Sagrenti War”) and the formal establishment of the British 

Crown Colony and Protectorate of the Gold Coast. Questions of slavery were 

inextricably tied to this transformative event, for the new administration was 

explicitly abolitionist but also hesitated to undertake enforcement that would 

result in real transformations. In Chapter 5, Trevor R. Getz argues that this 

situation created a forum for women who were both slaves and wives to make 

claims for a higher status and better situation, both through offi  cial hearings 

in British anti-slavery courts and less formal processes. Getz argues that these 

opportunities represented a new arena for a renegotiation of status, but one 

based on a much older recognized process of amelioration. Paul Jenkins, too, 

sees a hidden history of renegotiation in the wake of the 1874 criminalization 

of slavery. In Chapter 6, Jenkins uses the reports of Th eophilus Opoku as a 

frame for understanding the transformation of slave status into relationships 

of patronage and “wished-for dependency” outside of the offi  cial gaze. In 

the fi nal chapter in this part, Steff en Runkel turns us to the case of Francis P. 

Fearon. Echoing Shumway’s chapter, Runkel identifi es Fearon as an African 

(and diasporic) abolitionist and the key actor in a dramatic episode that 

forced the colonial authorities to turn their attention to the  sub rosa  continued 

existence of relationships of slavery aft er the acts of 1874.  

 Th e fi nal part of this book deals with the heritage, memory, and legacy of 

slavery in postcolonial Ghana. In Chapter 8, Wilhelmina Donkoh tackles the 

diffi  culties of reconciling Ghanaian and diasporic imperatives of commemorating 

the transatlantic slave trade. Her chapter raises issues around the representation 

and responsibilities of various stakeholders, but it also highlights successful 

commemorative collaborations. In Chapter 9, Akosua Adoma Perbi similarly 

addresses the long legacy of indigenous slavery in Ghana. Perbi identifi es this 

legacy in confl icts over political institutions, tenure rights, and inheritance as well 

as everyday social interactions. In the fi nal chapter (Chapter 10), Bayo Holsey 

turns the focus to political discourse, especially in terms of issues of development. 

Holsey argues that the impact of the transatlantic slave trade on Ghanaian society 

continues to be minimized. Western leaders, while acknowledging the system 

as a tragedy, have largely sought to defuse any history or acknowledgment that 

would serve as a critique of contemporary global power inequalities. Holsey 

also implicates Ghanaian politicians, including President John Kufuor, in 

this minimization. Together, these three chapters demonstrate the continued 

relevance of the study of slavery and its legacy in Ghana and the diaspora. 
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