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THE TWO ASANTES: COMPETING INTERPRETATICNS
COF "SLAVERY" 1H AKAN-ASSNTE CULTURL AND SOCIETY™

Ae NORMAM KIZTN'

v
In his Asante in the 19th Century (Cambridge, IQEE)L, the

historian Ivor Wilks threw down the gauntlet to challenge the
accepted anthropological picture of Asante Soclety and culture
inherited from RattrayB and Fortes. At the heart of Wilks'

critique there are two kinds of guestion:

l. Empirical questions about the sources of permanence and change
in Asante history. Here Wilks challenges the centralitiy of matrili-

neal kinship and of the lineage (abusua) to Akan—Asante society.

2+ ldeoleogical questions concerning different perspectives in
social science which derive from and reflect different interests in

the history of Ghanaian society.

Today I will deal with botk types of guestion by focussing on the
interpretation of slavery.

Briefly, the essential differences between Rattr333 and Fortes
are kinship vrs class. 1 will first outline each of the contrastive
approaches, and then attempt to construct a synthesis from the two

competing interpretations.

- Forteg, taking his lead from Ratiray, is concerned primériiy
with the problem of order. He seeks to describe sources of stability

anc continuity in Asante culiure ond societys

Wilks, on the other hand, focusses on the political and economic
engines of change. He seeks to describe sources of discontinuity,

especially political an! hiiterienl tronsformatlons.

Fortes begins with Rattray's assertion that MDegcentV-. settled

the status of an Ashanti for all time." Rattray, and Fortes after

This paper was delivercd to the Department of Anthroptlogy Seminar
in Cambridge in May, 1979.
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him, seck out the sources of structural coherecnce in Akan~Asante
society in matrilincal kinship. Rattray's metaphor of "concentric
circles of loyalty" cnvisages the minimal segment household as a
structural paradigm ~for each succeeding level of Asante social and

political organization.

Wilks denies the centrality of matrilineal kinship and the
relevance of the lineage to 19th century Asante poiitical organizatibn-
He even goes so far as to imply that the lineage was a transient
feature in Asente history (p.106). Wilks substitutes the formation
of social closses,. for the matrilineage, at the center of Asante's
political arena. To Wilks class structure, rather than kinship, is
the fundamental, the critical mechanism in Asante political life

during the 19th century.

In his interpratation of slavery, Fortes extende and refines
Rattray's ascriptive criteria, when he describes how jural inferiority

is honded down to dezcendants of Odonko men and womens:

"In Ashanti anyone who was enslaved was by definition kinless,
that is, in the first instance, without recognized filiative
ties in an Ashanti clan and therefore deveoid of citizenship
in the political community. He could be employed in respon—
sible service by his owner and many slaves held positions of
high trust and influence in the king's court. DBut he was not
sui juris. It was only il he was granted quasinepotal status
in his ownerts lincage that he acquired the limited jural
auntonomy of a 1ifelong jural minor, «.. the status =—— or at
best the 1mpliecit stigno = of slavery was in theory never
extinguishable. It clung to descendants through males of a
male slave in theory forever, and put the matrilinceal descen—
dants of n female slove under perpetual quasi-service =
tutclage.” :

y gFortes: Kinship snd the Social Order, London, 1969,

P0230 '

In social. proctice this has meant that descendants of odonko (slave)
women have been barred from lineage hendships, however, cven Fortes
would admit thot, with this exception, they have heen able to achieve

a kind of de facto equality. It is important to note that Fortes
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concentrates on domestic slavery in the classless, matrilineal
arena 6f traditional Akan society. Operating within this tradi-
tional arena, Fortes acknowledges two jural norms which allow these
descendants of unfree women to achieve economic mobility and prac“.
tical assimilation. These two norms are:

le 2 customary law which protects thelséif-aéduiféd property of
an odoenko, or her descendants — from alienation by her owner (or
anyone else, for that matter)e To the degree to which this customary
law was upheld in practice, it blocked the separation of the pfoduct
of slave labowr from the product of free labour. This jural norm
eguating ‘the rights to personal property of an odonko with those of
an Asante freeman (i) blocked any tendencies toward the formation of
a mode -of production based on unfree labour in the traditional Akan
society, and, therefore, (B} blocked the formation of a class struc—

ture based on differential access to the product of slave labour.

2+ The second norm operating to assimilate descendants of odonko
women into traditional Akan society was the asante toboo against

disclosing another's origins == obi nkyers obi ase — ('one doesn't

disclose another's origin'). This taboo reflected a tendency toward
realgolitik and expediency in Asante culture {Apter's ”instrumeﬁtal”
ethic). ‘It recognized the need to rewrite political histories as we?l
‘as pefsonél genealogies in order to bring them into line with fradi-~

tional dkan values and folk ideology.

However, despite the de facto assimilation of large numbers of
deécendants of uﬁfree women into Asante lineages, Fortes'! whole
analysis makes clear that the real price paid by these people was
more private, personal and psychological. These were people who, in
the inner Sanctﬁm of the lineage, were always threatened with being
exposed for the inadequacy of their credentials, even though they
could depend on lineage support in the cutside world., I think that

in the end, although their odonko origins may have blocked their
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political mebility inside their lineages, the real "implicit
stigma of slavery" which was "in theory never extinguishable!

was an inner, psychological and symbolic stigma from which they
could not escape so- long as they remained in a traditional Akan,
ises lineage setting. Bgually important from a social perspéctive,
however, was the fact that the operation of these jural norms

reinforced the unity of the linenge in the face of any external

threat-. These jural wnorms operated to insure that, so long 28
they remained in traditional communities, and lived out their lives
as lineage members, there would be nc stronger supporters of the

traditional order than descendants of unfrec womerns

Unfortunmtely I.cannot be so tidy with Wilks as with Fortese.
This is parftly because of the cxtraordinary breadtn and detail of
his work, partly because of the nature of the historian's ecraft.
Wilks' work is not characterized by a single, comprehensive analytical
approach. However, it is possible to extract one of the main thewes
of his analysis by focussing on his intorpretation of slavery. This
theme is class. N

While Fortes is concerned primarily with the traditional order,
Wilks' main concern is the non—traditional elements which, in his
View, characterize the Asante state. A crucial clement which,
according to Wilks, separntes Asante state. society from traditional
fikan society is its class structure. According to Wilks, slavéry in
izante State soclety can only be understood in terms of this develop—
ing class structures In this context, lineage memhership diminished
in importance, as from the early 18th century onwards it came to
compete with class interests. These class interests were polarized
in FKumase into the relation between its rich amd its poor; including
its slavess Kumase's rich were its Asikafo class, and its poor were
its Ahiafo class, into which slaves were assimilated. Summarizing
Bowdich,5 Wilks concludes that: ‘
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"The distinction between rich and poor, between asikafo
and ahiafo, was in fact one all toc apnarent to those who
visited the capitale. While, for example, polygamy was the
rule among the former, the freemen among the ashiafo seldom
had wmore than one wife and the slaves remained for the mest
part unwarried. While the 'higher orders' enjoyed a diet
of dried fish, fowls, beef and mutfon, the 'poorer eldisees!
lived on stews made from dried deer, monkey, and animal
pelts. Unlike their superiors who were 'nice and clean', the
'poorer sort of iAshantees and slaves! wore neglectful of
personal hygiene. Every town house, it was said, 'had its
cloncee, besides,the common ones for the lower orders without
the town.!

(pe 13

The role of slavery in this class society wns, according to Wilks, ®
to prdéidé_ldbohr for state agriculture and industry:

"8laves were in fact of crucial importance to the Asante

eccnomy not so much for the coxport trade as for satisfying the

labour requirements of agriculture and industry.... It seems
clear, however, that while free .sante commoners were also
heavily involved in food production, there were other spheres
of enterprise which were abhorrent to them; in which, there-
fore, dependence upon unfree labour was all but total.

Principal of these was gold mining, against which strong

religious taboos operated.® :

(pps 176 177 )
Wilks is here describing a mode of production bhased on slave labour.~
This implies the suspension of the jural norm which protected the
odonkols self-acquired propertiy.

Wilks is aware of the assimilation of large numbers of descendants
of glaves into the ranks of Asante freemens As a matter of fact, he
carefully documents a state policy which reloecated entire villages
of political hostages as late as the 1879%s, for the purpose of
repopulating arcas devasteted by'war- For example, the second
genération of some Bwe slave villages was already indistinguishable
from its Asante neighbourse. If, then, its slaves were assimilated

in the next generation, where did the iAsante State find replacements

*I hove since heord that Wilks has criticized the more frr—reaching
extensions of a slave mode of production to 19th century fAsapte by
Terray, but I have not yet seen Wilks' ecriticisms cof Terray.



to fulfil the demand for unfree labour? They could only have corme
from war and trivute, or from criminals and others disgraced in

4fsante society.

But does this shiafo constitute a class? While on the one
hand, %Wilks has insisted that thoir primary value to fheir masicrs
was as producers, {even more than ns commodities = certainly afterﬁ
1820), oand even labels them a "proletariat", nevertheless he
defines this proletariat as "the class of those having no abusua!
(p. 706)e This is ironic. The whole drift of Wilks' use of
“olass" has becon to counterpose it to kinship as a force in Asante
history, and yet he is compelled to define it in relation to the
Akan matrilineage. Such a definition tends to deprive -"eclass".of
its uwsual weaning. If non-linesge members constitute the “proleta~
riat" then do not all linenge members constitute the "bourgeoiSie”?
If Y"class" is to have any meaning sec far 25 the history of slavery
in the fisante state is concerned, it must refer to a counterposition
betuwcen classes as well as the critical intercsts within egch class.

Classes compete with cther classes, not with descent groups.

There was only one mement in ﬁsante_history when such conflict
surfaced and threatened the stability ~f the Asante state. This was
the decnde 1810-1820 following the closure of the maritime slave
trade. The growing numbers of unmarketsble glaves in Kimase had
becomc the unruly ahisfo crowd, described by Bowdich and Dupuis
in the late teens of the 19th century which strained the military—
police resources available to Asante's rulers in the capital.
fisante rulers rasponded to this threat by redistributing their
surplus wnfree population ints the eountryside where they hecamé _
enclosed in domestic units and their utility was redefined by tradi-
tional values and norms. while I think it is possible to speak, of
"class" and class intorests in Kumase dvring this decade, 1810-1820,

Helass! becomes less relevant the further we move from that time and
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that place. Bocial classes cri net be abstracted from particular

cultural and historicol contexts: In the words of Zdward Thomearn:

"Class is a social and culturnl fTormstion (often finding
institutional expression) which cannot be defined nbstrace
tly, or in isolation,but only in terms of rclationship with
other classes; and, ultimately, the definiticen can only be
made in the medium of time = that is, actien and reaction,
change snd conflict. When we speak of o class we are
thinking of a vory loosely defined body of people who share
the same categories of interests, social cxperiences, tradi
tions and value—system, who have a disposition to behave as
a class, to define themselves in their actions and in their
consciousness in relation to other groups of people in class
wayse. But class itself is not a thing, it is a happening."

(The Poverty of Theory, London, 1978, p.8%)

T think that any interpretation 'of "slavery" in ukan™isante cul-
ture mist be able to aceount for its function in maintaining the
strength and unity of the lineage, and alsc to account for that
moment in history when it generated class conflict. vhile it is
true that larpge-scale assimilation of unfree people ong their
descendants took place within the traditional order, it is equally
true that the presence of growing numbers of unfree people in Kumase
during the decade 1810-1820 contributed to the formation of opposing
class interests. DBoth processes, the assimilation and the differen-
tiation of unfree 'outsiders', operated simultaneccusly, although the
former was accelarated and intensified after 1810. The ambivalent
feelings of Asante towards the descendants of those whe had once keen
designated "captives” and chattel M"slaves", and had often heen segre—
- gated into separate slave villapes, but who increasingly infiltrated
the traditional networks of Akan kinship and marriage, is reflected
in the semantic ambignities which cloud refercnces to ikan "slavery' .
Both processes = ethnic asssimilation and class differentiation =~
were fused in akan thought and feeling and compressed into the term

odonkoe
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The histarical setting of Asante scciety tended to
bring out the class character of the relation beztween an odonko- -
and an Asante CQwira, = superior. 4 traditional Akan context

T ey aa

tended, on the other hand, to transinte the pdonko~owira relation

inte its predominantly classless idiom. In both cases an odonko
hegan as captured or purchased property, who ""helonged to' his
master, and at the same time was identified as someone, already
socially inferior, who originally "belonged to' . cne of fthe groups
on the fringes of Asante. Doth proprietory senses clung to an
odonko. An odonko belonmed to an individual Akan owner and also
belonged to a non=—4ikan group. The Akan traditionally divided the
world into those who "belonged to' Akan lincages and those who
”stood outgide" the abusua. In the diffe}eﬁt senses of "belonring
to" which are encapsulated in the meanings of odonko are compressed
‘both (1) the cssentials of Aken ethmicity, of culfural Akanness
(Fortes}, and (2) the preconditicns for soeinl stratification and
¢lass formation in Asante history (¥Wilks . Hhile, culturally,
the folk images of a social inferior and an outsider were thus
fused in the cne word, the image which surfaced as deminant and
charancteristic was determined by its particular cultural smd
historiecal context.

YBelong to" in Akan socloety potentially has wenning in
three spheres: the sphere of political—potestal authority; tﬁe
spherc of economic exploitation; and the sphere of kinship. These
‘three spheres of meaning when token together, constitute o cultural,
conceptual, symbelegical moechanism which cnables men and women
in Akan scciety to justify, rationalize and explain "slavery".
T call this mechanism the property—authority—descent nexus.
This nexus govérns the interchangeability of symbols for property—
~anthority and descent according to their matrix in different sccial
and political contexts. This substitutability of the symbols of
property-authority and descent, in turn, served to guiée the

descendants of odonko women as they constructed false credentials
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The historical setting of asante state society tended to

bring out the class character of the relation between an odonko
and an Asante nwira — superiors A4 traditional Akan context

tended, on the other hand, to translate the cdonkomowira relation

into its predominantly classless idiom. In both cases an odeonke
began as captured or purchased property, who "belonged to'! his
master, and at the szme time was identified as gomeone, already
socially inferior, whe originally "helonged to" one of the grouvs
on the fringes of Asante. Both propriefory senses clung to an
odenkos An odonko belonged to an individual Akan owner and also
belonged to a non—Akan group. The Akan traditionally divided the
world inte those who "belonged to" Akan lineages and those who
"stood outside" the abusua. In the different senses of "belonging
to" which are encapsulated in the meanings of odonko are compressod
both (1} the essentials of Akan ethnicity, of cultural Akanness
(Fortes), and {2) the preconditions for social stratificaticn and
‘class formation in Asante history {(Wilks)e VYhile, culturally,

the folk images of a social inferior and an cutsider were thus
fused in the one word, the'image which surfaced as dominant and
characteristic was determined by its particular culturesl and

historical contexte.

"Belohging to" in Akan society potentially has meaning in
three spherest the sphere of political-potestal authorityjzthe
spheres of meaning when taken tegether; constitute a cultural,
concepfual, symbolégical mechanism which enables men and .women
in Akan éociety to jﬂstify, rétionalize.and explain "slavery'.

1 call this mechanism the property—authority—descent nexus.

This nexus governs the interchangenbility of svmbols for property—
agfhority and descent according to their matfix in different social
and political contexts. This substitutability of the sumbols of
propertyauthority and descent, in turn, served to guide the

descendants of cdonko women aos thoy constructed false credentials
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to free Akan ancestresses. This nexus of meaning which engineered
tracing.descent from a free woman by transposing a property and
authority relation into a descent line was an invaluable conceptual
tool in Ashanti culture. In a culture with so highly developed a
sense of social form, the correct presentation of self, == having
one's genealogical credéntials in order, — can be terribly important.
Given the psychdlogical and jural primacy of descent in Ashanti
culture, its isomorphism with meanings of property and authority
allows individuals and even entire political groups to fabricate a
past which is most appropriate to their present sociél“image- It
was especially important to descendants of odonko women to be able,
conceptnally, to translate property rights and authority over people
into descent lines which would then, a Briori, connect the purchased
or captured odonko ancestress to her owner's mother's lineage, (such
a priori kinship, of course, creates a priori incest, providing
mwﬂwrimmnﬁxefmﬂmﬁmwhg'metmm on revealing another's

origins e

As an illustration of the way this propérty—authority-descent
nexus worked we can observe an "old Ashanti of Mampong" explaining
the relation between land temure, wilitary service and the dispensa~
tion of kinship by fiat, to Busia who went on to generalize about the
historical movement of pecoples from one division t¢ ancther.

"In the old days everyone whe lived on your land was your

subject, and so he accompanied you and fought in your wars.

Because when he came to settle on your land, he became your

kinsman." (K. Busia, The Position of the Chief in the Modern
Political System of Ashanti, Oxford, 1951, p.50)

In Busia's terms: since "his right to farnm where he doss ie conferred
by his kinship", it follows that an Asante farmer must descend matrili-
neally from an Asante "ancestor known to haﬁe farmed there before him."
Reversing the order of premise and conclusion in Busia's formulation

is to reason according to the property-asuthority-descent nexus. If



l!.?o

the jural condition confers the fact, then the existence of the
- fact, in-itself, verifies the jural condition. S0, Busia's oqld
Ashanti concluded that,

"Because . « » he came to settle on yowr land, he became your
kinsman."

(ibid.)
This is the .sort of reasoning employed by an odonko's descendant
ligitimizing his or her status.as an authentic Asante to the outside
world. It is also the sort of recasoning employed by household heads
in Ghana during the closing years of the nineteenth century when
access to capitalist markets for rubber and cocoa made it more advan™
tagecus for them to exploit their fie nipa, ('house people') economi-

_cafly, as ﬁt@dﬁcers,“rather than non—economically as reproducerss

The fact that people falsified their gerealogies, or even that
political leaders re~wrote the histories of entire groups, is not,
in itself important to me. I focus rather on the fact. that these
fabrications have a discernible.pattern; - on the fact that genealogi~—
cal prevarication was structured, given shape by the very norms,
values. and meanings in Akan matriliny:into.which their users were
trying to slip undetected. . The spontanesaity with which Asante employ
their property—authority—descent nexus is a strong, albeit indirect
reflex of the thoroughgoing historical assimilation of odonko ocut-—

siders into the social and cultural matrix of Akan matriliny.

An examination of the range of applications of the term odonko
in each of its different contexts reveals both the unity end diversity
of its meanings. This semantic unity and diversity reflects the
overall historical unity of Akan culture as well as crucial differences
between the nascent class mechanism of state slavery in Asanfe:'and
domestic gervitude in the classless traditional Akan social order.
However, locating its Vslaves" in a separate social and symbolic
space -then that which was occupied by "authentic" Akan was funddmentnl

to all‘Akan meanings of “slavery", regardless of their wistorical
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locations There is semething abeout onc's identity as an Akan which
is inherently non—odonke, just as there is something inherently non™
fikan abrut an cdonko. Bince belng an Akan meant descending from a
free Akan ancestress,then, in order to understand the meanings of
Walavery'" in Akan culture, we must come to terms with the symbology
and ¢onceptualization at the root of ikan matriliny. Here we find
evidence of that minimal, yet essential, template of meanings and
values which has remained imprinted on what can be identified as a
distinctly Akan culture through all the traumas of the 18th and

19th centuries in West Africa.

What we.recognize from outside Akan culture, locking in, as
continuous meanings, values and affects, are seen from insidey by
en Akan locking out, as crucial elements in the formula for his or
her perscnal and social identity, for his or her credentials as an
Akan. This cultural template of Akanncss provided the descendants
of "slave' women in a domestic context with the key for encoding a
uterine connecticn to free ikan ancestresses, and from there to the
elaboration of public credentials as full memebers of traditional
society. The same template which provided the jural, symbolic and
conceptual tool employcd by "slaves" in their passage to freedom —
or at least to "freedom" as it was understood in traditional Akan
culture — also reinforced the segregation of state slaves, by their
Asante owners, from its population of frcemen and frecwomen. Fasten—
ing on the non—Akammess of the opdonko as a forelgner or stranger
facilitated the final deperscnalization of state slaves as commodities
for export. TIn other words, in the domestic”lineage context where the
Usjave" was more likely to be protected from outsiders when applying
the c¢riteria of fAkan identity to writing his or her own public creden—
tials, these key meanings, values and conceptualizations at the root
of Akanness were used by descendants of "slaves™ to achieve their morc

effective assimilation inte the traditional social order. In the
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context of independent Asante state however, their owners, rather
than the slaves themselves apprlied the criteria of Akan identity

at crucial moments to preserve their class inferests by separating
and iéolating Asante's unfree populaticon from .its free citizense.
The same cultural criteria of Akan identity tended to be applied to
achieve opposite results for the "slaves" in traditional houscholds,

and for their masters in 18-19th century Asante state society.

It is from Rattray and Fortes the anthropologists, that we
learn to appreciate the symbolic ferms, values and folk ideology at
the root of fAsante cultural continuity. It is from Wilks, the
histerian, that we learn obout its politieal and economic discon=
tinuities and changes in historical direction. If we are to come
to terms with the unity and comprchensiveness of Asante culture,
then it is necessary to incorporate clements from both appronches
into our understandings Or elsc, we may one day discover two Asontes
separated by the walls of acadenlic departments.

Moreover, to depict dsonte without its historical flexibility,
as Fortes tends to do fr without serious recongnition of the
ingredients of its cultural econtinuity, as Wilks tends to do, is to
add an ideological coloration which, while it mny reflect an important
cutlook in precolonial Asante or in Nkrumah's Ghana, must nevertheless
remain incomplete. GSo, as we fault Fortes for a teo static and rigid
a concentration on the lineage and for reifying the jural norms of
Akan matriliny, we can almost hear his cld traditiconalist informants
making their case in the thirtics and forties. Fortes scmetimes appears
to have assimilated the ideclogical rationale for conservative, tradi-—
tionalist values into his descriptions of Asante society. Jural norms,
like the invisible blueprints of ancesiral will, seem to underlie the
form and meaning of social and political life. It is almest as though
Fortes has employed his considerable craft, to underwrite, in the
language of social anthropology, the formal ascriptive goals and values

of traditional Akan—Asante society.
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Wilks, on tho other hand, pives =m an Asonte history rescnant
with the needs and hopes of the early days of an independent Ghmna.
His Asante do net represent a primitive, pauperized people, plundered
and disoriented by the slave trade and world capitalisme Rather,
Wilks-presents us with nn Asonte which is a real 19th century
Africon nntion state. It comes complete with soeial classes and
politicenl parties, md the golden age of its achievements paves the
woy cnd sets on example for the optimistic future of a new Ghancian
nation. If Fortes, like deante's éhiéfs, is scmetimes too narrowly
traditionnlist, then Wilks, like .isante's slaves, has invented |
glorious ancestors to redeedm 2 new Ghana's past and insure its

future.



