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WMEN IN TEE HISTORY AND CULTURE OF GHANA

By
Agnes fkosua Aldoo*

Unhsppily, 'a proper history of Ghana, that is, ome showing the
positioil, role and, coptribution of wmen to the development of the
country, has yet to be wn'tteh- Standard works by historiens ad
other socia,l scialtiats of the countzy show very little appreclatlon
for women who in the paSt participated in the events which shaped cur
higtory.

The present paper is z brief summary of a larger study (now in
progregs) on the lives and activities of some of Ghana's wome&i_ “in
our recint past. . An a.'l':l:en@'f' hias been made o present a genoral
pic'bu.re of women in the social, eccnomic, and politlcal spheres of
tra.dltional 1ife beforu'Bﬂtlsh mie and culture were forced upon the
peo;ples af “the Gold Coast. »Jhe:_:'e possﬂ)le, contrasts have been drawn
betweat the Akan and other women ._'like the Ga, Bwe, Dagomba, Gonja and
80 one But most of the illustrations have been taken from the Akan
becanse, in: the fix'st place, they fom over 40% of Ghana' 5. total
populata.cn ('l'.he lar{'est single etmic group), and their hiS'boncal
development affected the lives of vir'b.la.lly all other groups.

___Seoondly, the historical data on Akan women is vexy rich and more
ea.a:Lly a,ceessible Yo the researchers - Finally, important Akan customary
lawg relating to the polltlca.l and domestic rlghts of women have been
mooxpora.ted into Ghana's modern pol:.tlcal and legal syabem, thms
g?r._vn.ng ahealthy oont;&ulw to cur development as a pecple. Soma

#* Lecturer, Department of History, University of Cape Coast.
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of the persisting features from traditional iife which are present
in modem Ghanaia society have been noted but the contamporary rle

of wmean is not under review here.

Poreigners who traval to .frica with prec:‘-ncepltiong_ abont the
inferlor position md 'dlavery' of Africon women are ofien surprised
by the fierce independence of West Africsn women who build their om
houses, hold shsolute tltles to property, run their éw businesses and
educate their children in mrope. Even where these vomen are married,
there is = marked tendency towards autonomy and self-reliamce of the
wives. These characteristics of women in West Africa g back to cur

history and culture.

Unfortunately our records of the past show a grest desl of con-
fusion ma prejudice about the African wman. A major reason for this
cean he found in the attitudes of Buropean travellers, colmial afmini-
stretors and scholars. These men (and a few quen) came from a soclety
which was essentially snti-feminist. Voden in Westem Europe had.long
been :gie_ga‘bgd__toi;:the 'delicate! sphere of domestic mnd private life
where they were totslly dependent m men. Men slme were considered
equal to the tagk (;:'fl'"buj-.lding their nations, economies znd empires.
Buropesn chbgervers to Africa who ceme from such a milieu were, on the
whelae, incapeblé of appreciating the veyy different matner in which
activities were divided between the sexes in- other cultures. In the
case of colmial admlnlstm'bors, educational,: political and ecmcmic
policies were J.nltlated which actually discriminsted against wemen in
Africa and depered them of many of the responsibilities and rights
which they had k:nom m ‘thel,r ow culture. The tragedy of the
colonial experience for the Africon woman then is’that she has been
set backwards md has been made to function in this century as if on
sufferance of colmial and post-colonisl men, both Buropemm md Africen.
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Gonfusio shout the rle of African women further arse from

the fact that Buropeans set up 2 supposed Westem ideal of the status
of women and tried to udme Africans by it. fin encounter with n hard
working African womten who planted her fam, heat-loaded the produce
home =nd to market, cooked her mesls, cared for hor husband and meny
children, shared her compound with co-wives and kept cut of uen's soeind
activities in the village, was bound to shock the eishteonth or
nineteenth century traveller. TForgetting the dredpery and exelusion
of the vast majority of his own women at that time in Ewrpe, the
“br;\,_veller or sdministratnr was quick to castigote the *thondage! of the
Afric-n woman. She was g0 far from the white man's supposed ideal that
her position was assumed, necessarily, 3¢ be inferior. Dut it ghould
he pointed. out that the westem ideal of womanhood that nineteenth
century, and even lzter, observers tried o uwphold in Africa was that
of a very small minority of BDuropetls exploiting aristoeracy. The
"1adieg’ of this class were lucky to be supplied with housshold gadgets
and domestic help by their londs who enccuraged them to live a
'delicate' and totally dependent 1ife. These were the women who went
about pretending to faint or dxopping their handkerchiefs so that
gallant men could run to their assistance. Poor dears! This image

of the 'wezker sex' in Western soclefy was =0 cleverly exploited by
men that it is only in this century that Tomen Eiberation Movements
have really begun “to expose the dire socisgl, eormonic and political
digadvantages and disabilities implied in it for women. Yow, no one
who hag lived in an African village and obgexved the activities of
wnen cmld ever describe them as "weak'. The African woman does
not have that sel f-image, no natter how submissive ghe ngy seem to her
hugbande. She takes for grented the type of independence, gelf-
relisnce md self-ceonfidence which the westem female liberatimist

1s trying now to establigh in her society.
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The_:_:_fg_ were some. ganuine difficulties, however, ‘for gérious
"hmpean obgervers and rescarchers who tried to obtain accurate
:|.nformat10n about women in Africa. z\.par‘l: from the language barrier,
there wers many oustonary ')rqcticos which prevanted the women from
est.abllsh;ng contact with such E‘umpeans‘ Latexr the colcnial situstion
increaseét digtrust on all sides ~=nd made the prmblenm \evsm o re
difficult. Many African men alss deliberately kept their women awsy
from 'mq.l'ifing"l::rafeilers- In 1817 Thomas Bowdich, an Agent of the
Company of Merchants @ the Gold Coast, visited Kumasi on a trade
niseion and found occasion to discuss Pthe liberity of English fameles®
with the Asante chiefs. He particuiaﬂy emphasized the right of the
Bnglish woman not only of fenjoying the éble ;;.ffection of a hushand,
but the more envishle privilege of chwosing that lushand for herselfM.
This interested some of the chiefs' wives who were prescnt. They
tried to hear moré from the visitors but their husb-nds imediately
decl ared that they @id not like any more of such 'palaver's. They
chmged the subject to war and ordered the woman "o the harem™.
(Bowdich, 1819:96).

1T

In traditimal African societies, certain factors detemmined
the allocation of resources, power, status, rights and duties
between men =nd women. These included desecent, succession and
inheritsnce, paternity, affiliation = residence miles =3 well as
economic potential. jAmong the matrilineal fkan the factors seemed
to be welighted in favour of women. The fkan trace descent through
the female line. The woman is the menctically significent link
betwean successive generations, since the people believe that only
a wonan can transmit blood (mogya) to a child. The father-child
relationship is a spiritual one md a father gives to his child his
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ntoro ('spirit!) which affects the child's chorracter and personality.
In the determination of succesgicn, inheritance; rights nd ~blign-

tichs in s comunity, it is the mogya that iz significant, for that

a state. In fact mopya (hlor:ud) ig in this sense gynonymous with

B EL .

The abusua is a corporate gomup and children inherited property
throush it. The first qualification for a man 10 the highest politierl
office, that of a chief, wag that his mother belmeed o the roy=l
lineasme of the community. This fundamentsl importsnce of women in the

social organization was eXxpressed in proverbs like Obgs nn owoo barims

and Jban na owoo dhene. (It is o woman who gave birth to a mwg It is

a womsn who gave birth to a chief). The anthropolcgist R.8. Rattrzy
emphasized the point wheal he wrote: "4 king's son csn never be the
king, but the poorest woman of the ryal blood is the potentisl mother
of o king". After doing cxtensive research smong the Asante in the
1920g, Rattrey was convinced that, Mt for the Mmatural® physical
inferiority of women =nd the ritual prohibitions surrcunding menstmia-
tion, the Asante woman woudd easily Meclipse any male in importance'.
(Rattray, 1923:81-2).

Cert=inly in a society whore Basic legAl, econcmic, =2nd politiesd
rights were defined throush the feminine principle, women sutomstically
aocquired a strong md wmique positiom. They were decisive in the
perpetustion of the power, positicn and rishts of the given lineages
in the society. If the fanale sex became extinet in any zbusua;, no
matter how meny men there were, the life of that zbusua would last
only the spsn of those men's lives. After them the lineage wmuld be
completely extinet degpite the fact that the men moy have left children

behind. 4 grave Asante proverb mns Woni w a, w'abusua asa, (when
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your mother dies, your apusua hos ended). This is a major reasm why
child-bearing became such =n urpent necessity amonz the skan (and
other cormmunities)s Female offspring were, in the nature of case,
particularly desired and t- this dsy the ikan woman in Ghma does
nct eonsider her child-bearing over until she has had-a girl-even if
she ig the sixth, eighth ¢r tenth child.

The ikan socizl organization contrasts sharply with that of many
Ghanaismn communities which have patrilinesl descent llk.e the Kenkonba,
Kusase or Ewe, or others which have 'bilateral! systems bu_t maintain
strong patrilineal dynsstic principles like the Gonja, Dagonba,
Manprussi-ad Wals in northem Ghana. In these com:riities men held -
and still Wwld - m vndoubted dominance in smoiety md women were
markedly subservient to them. In the oomnunrhles where Islam hag been
established as & rellga.on 'md 3, cdturﬂ. mﬁc.e, P i GOR Ja :_;;_1(1 Damomba,
restrictions’m women were even more pmomcod. .\-?ive:s_-Werc"e'.'_fomelly
secluded 1@ their activities confined to domostic t_aSks.- Islaﬂ_i.n
northem Gihma.; as ¢lsewhere in ’.".esf Africa, reinforced the pn‘triaxchal
practices of patrilinesl scoieties mnd before the tum of this century

the horizong of women wnder 1ts influence-were severely 1imited.

Among the Gz of south-eastermn Ghana, descent isg traced pat_rl_-_,__
lineally and inheritance and succession past mainly throuqh the male
line. The bagis of social orgmization was the patrilinesge of 'house!
called we. A mumber of these 'houses' confederated and formed a 'town'.
The patiilineal elemerit in Ga society w-s, ho?rever,:' cmnsileradly
modified by the fact thst women held certain mpoftmt ritual offices,
smocessitn to which passed only through the fenale line. Also women
could trade independently and own 1md and other prOi)er_ty_ which were
inherited by their om childxen, with the dmghters having a con-
trlling shave. It has been suggested that this hint of matriliny
amcnfz $he Ga might be due to the influaice of instituticns of the fkan
in their neighbourood, to the north and west. (Manoukian, 1950:73)
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0f all sccial institutions, marriage, and especially polyaymous
Narriaze, hag bem cited a5 the most erglaving for the ifriem woman.
Thers iz nc doudt that caijugal intimagy =nd trust hetwesn spouses 1g
oonsidershbly lessaned, mé in gome cases absent, in a polygynous
hmsehsld. Desides, Jezlougy and hostility betwean co-wives and the
children of co-wives often le=d to andless discord in the home and
commmity. Also, a young Inexpericnced wife thrust intc s situ=tin
of ten establishred wives misht easily Ye overcome by it. 8She might and
up withdrawing into herself with increasing lmeliness and o erippling
gensa 2f inadequagy and hopelegmness. These were, md gtill are, sericus
problang for wnen whe shored their marrisge lemlly with others. Jut
it should be noted that menogamy, the ideal marriasze of the Jestem
world, dces not muarmtee conjugel intimacy or trust between msband
and wife. It is sigificant that senior wives in ifrica were given en
important mwle in the selectim of junicr wives for their husbands.
They often had to 'F-_:jive their approval before the new marriages were
concluded. Among the Akan =211 existing wives received a fomal and
public compensation known as mpata. This practice wag an attempt to

srooth the relationsg between old =nd new wives.

Buropesn partisas convinced in advance cf the superiority of
monogary have often failed 4o wnderst-nd the rights and duties of
Africsn women in marriase, polygmous 2r mnogemous. First of all the
mles md foms of marriage mist be wmdersioosd 4o be part and parcel of
the culture of a people and they refleet their valucs and mode of 1ife
at =ny given time. Tolypmy bears a strong relatim to an ecmomio
gystem of a low subsistence type. It also reflects current values
about rank, positim and wezlth in a sceiely. In most Africen soceietics
plurality of wives was a sim of affluence and power. Tor most men it o
rangined only an ideal to which they aspired. In the past only chiefs,

hig men' and older men married msny wives becsuse they could afford
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all the marriagze expanses md were dsemed capsble of taking care of
many women. Such man acquired a great lzbour force in their wives
and numercus progeny md at the same tinme enlarsed their circle of
social md political relatims with their affines. Enlarged rela-
timghips, however, memt also inereased obligations. The great men
had to zive feasts, pifts aid receptime for their may relatiws.
Their contributions to the funeralsg of their wives and affines were
also enormoug.

Asmte chiefs had special prerogetives in the matter of wives.
Ay glrl or child a chief 'put his hands m' was a myal wife for life,
whether she co-hsbited with him ox not. Bowdich was thus infommed that
King Osei Bonsu had 3,333 wives althoush cnly six resided with him in
the palace. (Bowdich, 1819:289-90). Bowdich found it surprising that
the "hicher orders®™ of Asante society practised polyayny ™o an excess®
but nost men of the "ower orders™ had anly me wife, if any. In fact
most accounts show that polygmy in Africa was not ag common as is
generally supposed. In northem Ghana, the anthiopolcgist Meyer Fortes
discovered in the 1940z that "the incidence of polygmy amthg the.
Tallensi is only zbout 40 per 100 married men, =nd two out of three
polygynists have anly two wives. The modal number of wives is one™.
rolyayny was closely related to socizl statuws. Commoners and ordinsary
young men rarely obtained more than ae wife, PFortes again noted this
among the Tallansi. "Plurslity of wives", he wrote, "is mainly the
privilege of older men, because they have both more rescurces and a
longer marital history than the young men. Three-quarters of the
married men under 45 have amly one wife each". (Fortes, 1949:124).

Pinally it should be pointed cut that the prblem of polygyny
wos not one of morality. Burcpem administrators and Christian
misgionaries had such a horror of the system that they placed self-
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rightecus strictures on the 'easy virtue' and tlicentiocusness' of
African pclygnists. But the Africans d_ld not, and gtill do not, see
themselVes in this 11{,’:11:. _ Cer‘bamly tthSe who had monop*nmous '
marriages dn.d not see themselves -a,s motlvated smply 'by semal virtues
After his lcng study of the Asmte, Ra.ttrey wro‘te. ot | dcubt :Lf semal
Teasons for a plura.llty of wives mter very la.rg;ely J.n‘tD the q.lestlon
at all, the mot:.ves for polyp‘amy, where pract:.sed in Ashanti, bemg '
rather religious and socialﬂ (Ra.ttray, 1927: 95 n.l) The slguflcant
fact for the men mnd women involved was that all wives in a hmeehold '
were legally married according to the laws and customs of the soc:.ew.

,nl'.l wives ha.d rights and dutiee in the home. In Ghana these
differed genera.lly between patrllmeal and matnlmeal gmzps. Among
the Bwe and Dag’omba,, for example, where patrllmeallw was eoupled wi'bh
patrilooal msidence, the wife tended to beoome more a part of her
gband's _I_;oueehold. His jura,l righ'bs and control over her were more |
or 1ees"-eoﬁ1p1e'te. The pra.ct:.ce of sepnra.te res:.denee, @ the other
had, has enhanced the froedom of the Ga wife. Such freedom also .
eha.rapterized ﬂkm ma.rnu{.'es. 4 married woman retained her full legal
identity w:l.thln her matrllmeape to which her children also belon%‘ed.
Res:.dence Was more oﬁ:en matrilocal md the wr‘man con'blnued o live
with her om kmgmen nd cling to her mo'l:her. She cooked and carried
food for ‘her msband and slept in his house but she retumed with all"
her th.mp's in the mornin.p‘, 0 her DWN 'home' 'I:O carry m her busmess'.
and care for her kmsmen. Later on in the ma.rr:l.a.ge ghe mlght move to
live w1th her husb and. _ '
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The fkan wife kept her om name md maintained her legwl
personality thi_r’::ughout marriage. She held her owmn property abso-
lutely =nd kept her separate accounts. If she famed her lineage
lands, the produce and profits were her own and her husband could
net touch them. In law she could sue nd be sued and she could con-
duct other legal proceedings in her owm right. Mirthemore, her
hughend was respoangible for her debts and torts as well ag funeral
expenses on her death; but she was not liable for his. No matter
how wealtly a wife was indepmdently, hor fusband was-obliged to
maintain her and her children. (Very often the woman made ‘quict but
substantial contributims to the up-keep of the household). 4 Husbend
had no ultimate legal control over his wife and her acceptance of a
marriage depended, to a large extent, on the kind of treatment she
got from the man.

&s a father, an Akan man had no wrights in genetricom over his
children. Such gemetricial rights and ultimate Jural authority over
the married woman belmged to her lineage. The lineage head, gbusua

panin, was usually a male, (although vomen are by no means excluded
fron this position), a bwther or matemal uncles Ho exercised supreme
cofporate authority over all members of the sbusus md had wltimate
legal -oon‘l:_ml over hig sisters or nieces and their children. In the
past the a.busu;a_ﬂpanm could compel his niece to marry or divorce her
Imstéhd. He alss had the powexr to pawmnn his niece or nephew to raise
money to. pay some corporate azbusua debt. It ia interesting that the
G ja of northem Ghana with their strong patrilinesl tendencies also
accorded this right to the Mother's Brother. In the past the Gonja
unecle could sell his 'gigsters' sons ond daughters into.slavery, a
thing which their father could mot do. (Goody, 1966:350).

The ecconomic and legal independence of married women in matri-
lineal societies has often been given as 2 reason for the relatively
high degree of marital instability. (Southall, 1961:59). Certainly
the Asante woman had ne fear of divorce. There was no stigma or
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disability attached to it. Nor was she depandent on alimeny. which
did nct exist. She was always -assured of g place o go if she left
her Imghmd, md she was accustomed to mupporting herself in food -and

clothing, coven in marringe. Such o woman was oftan heard o declare:

Megyne oware o menwe aboo. (If T om divorced, I will not eat storet).

L verse of a popular song ran:

Le, fidie hwintin . The trap releases
Fidie hwintin a, When the trap releases,
Meko re nkyi I shall go back home
Megyoe awnre o L If T am divorced, '
Meko Bo—adwo 00 ' "I shall go to "Bo=adwe!

(i.e+, the piace called 'Pence
of Mind!).

(Nketia, 1963b:53)

'Home' for the ikean wohan was whore her matemal ghusun lived. Thers
she had equal rights to protection and support in the ccrporate {rmup
which she never legally left. The lineage tie was always stronger than™
the'marriage tie and the Aken wife was an ‘outsider' to her tushand!'s
owl phugua and relations. In such a situation marriaze pex se could
never vecome. 'hondage' for the woman. DPerhaps it should be added here
that divorce caused no disturbance or orisis in the jural, pélitical
and property rights of children. These rights inhered in the lineare
amd the children had access to them through "'%hei_r mcther. _‘I‘his is
particularly import-nt with regard to children bom outside marriage.

They werc net illegitimate in my lensl sense and there was 1ittle or

no gocial disadvantase to them. Thelr mothers' pesitiom in ‘Eheif '
lineages puarantecd  han stptus and equal rights of smecession md

mhentmce mth all their nther s:.bllnr's md kinamen.
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But there has always been a eontradiction in the known legal and
economlc, md _sometilﬁes even political, independence of many African
womien and their (¢alm?) submission to their mighnd's apnthority in tho
home. Wife-dominance is. generally dsent even vhere there is the
greatest gpouse antonomy. In Ghana, soclety penerslly (md men parti-
cularly) abhorred the aggressive female and put her down as obaa~"

barimg (Twi: 'he-womoen'). There are mony instonces where a wealthy
woman owng the 'marital' house and supports the family-lmsband included -
yvet the sathority figure in the house remains the man. This is more '
surprising in Aken homes.

mnon{-' the ﬁkan, the. nnle pr:mc:.ple in society was greatly - even
rel:.glously emphasized. The belief in ntoro ('spirit') which is
transmltted from father to son largely compensated for the otherwise
very weak legol position of a father and husband. The father's ntors
determined a child's character, personality and s_piritualn_'characteris"_
tics and made the father responsible for his chlld'smoral 5éhaviouro_
There were 12 corporate ntors categories in Akan sbciety, each with
its own charactér-type, sacred 'spirit-washing' day, taboos, surnames,
and forms of response to greetings and etiquette. All of these '
features a man brought. from his ntors to his marriage and transmitted
them to his children. A mother and wife was obliged, for the safety,
moral and social success of her children, to cbserve all the religious,
social and moral requirements of her husband's ntora. This is what

put women and children under the control of the man in the home.

In the home a woman was supposed tc 'talk to' (kasa kyere) and
advise (tu fo) her children but it was the father who corrected and
punished (tea) them for misconduct. Dr. J.B. Danquah, a foremost Akan
lawyer, historian and intellectual, wrote: "The purpose of ntors is to
arm the father of a family with the right to exact obedience from
eVerymmember of his house, his wife s well as his children ... (To

disobey the rules of the father's ntors) mokes you damned, dammed
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not in the sense that you will go to Hell, but that you will net
progper in this wrld, and you mzy fall 111, or you may even die®.
(Dgnth, MNedetq2). This belief in the power of amman's Topirit!
over his children was part of the reasom why men had custddy of their

children when marriages were diss:lved.

Similar social md religicus factors cr.wntributed to the ére:é..ti':a-l
of a certain inequity in sexusl rights between men and W’li‘"@’i in Afi*iéa.,
Most Africons consider sexisl access to a I'.xlu'ra,li"ty of women as a make
right. In Ghana all forms of customary law recognize polysyny as
lawful but all equally forbid A woman » have more than one mishand at
the same time. (Sarbah, 1897:52). While a marriage lasted, a man had
exclugive uxorial rights over hig wife's domestic and sexual servicos.
Ind he wag fully supported in these righta by the woman's linease and
lineage head. Penale fidelity in narriage was enjoined in dkan and
- other scecieties while it was not incunbent on the Isband m nost
commmities. Priests, hnters md warriors believed that their wives!
wn feithfudness could bring them misfortimes. in their enterprises md

good conduct was enjcined o the woman. {Nketias_ _1963:5,:78)«

The proved adultery of s wife was a wiversal gyround for divoxce.
The injared.mushand often elaimed compengaticn (ayefare in Twi) from
the seducer. He Wwas alsc entitled f@ full refimd of hig marrisge
expenges from the wife's family. In early nineteenth century Asante,
it was forbidden ko praise the bemity of another man's wife, being
intriqie by implication®. (Bowdich, 1819:259). In mmy societies in
Chana a man's aﬂulrter:,r was not considered sufficient p-rcund for divorce
by the wife. Among the Kxobo and Dagombz a wemen could not initiate
divorce proceedings against her hushand, whereas in Ga and As#ite
societies, divorce could be gtarted by either party. The rights of
Asante women in divorce were very explicit. A4 woman had as many

grounds as her husband for teminating an wnsatisfactory marriage. These



included the husband's afultery, impotence, neglect of maintenance mnd
sorcery. (Rattray, 1927:97-8; Dowdich, 18193 260).

It would seem that Pmte women, culiturally akin to the Asanto,
logt their important richt to diverce their husbands in the past.
The pioneger legal higtorian of the Fante, Jolm Menssh Sarbah, ingigbed
in 1897:

Notwithstanding the vague idens In the ccast towns
sbout divorce of native marriase, there iz no doubt
that, save mnd except the competency of = native
tribungl to decree the dissplution of a marriage,
the richt o divorce is marital only. The wife can-
not declare her marriame void ... nor can her family
give her permission to remarry in the absence of the
congant of her msbznd ..+ For adultery or witcheraft
on the part of the wife, a man can divorce his wife
and claim from her family the gongawment and other
expenses. Dut the wife canot enforece divorce or
di scontinue marriage on the ground of her Imsband'sg
adultery, or on his marrying more wives.

(sawbah, 1897:52)

Rattray has suggested that this unfortunate predicament of coastal
wnen might be due Mo the posgitim and status of women having
detericrated owing to contact with E.lmpeans“ (Rat‘tray, 1927:97).
I believe there is aneed in Africa to engage in studies of social
history and to explore the whole phenomenoh of “eontact with Baro-
peang' with a view to ocur cultural liberation! It ig certain that

Buropean notions and practices in marriage, not always consistent,
honesgt, or whole-some, permeated West African socielies alonig the
coast more than they influenced inland peoples. Buropean visitors to
Asante in the nineteenth cantuyy were alwgys stmuck by the status,
dignity of bearing nd independence of mind and action of the Asante
wman.  On the coast, however, Baropeans and sensitive Africans

compl ained of the 'bondage' of women and the lack df care by lsbands
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(Burcpean and African). In m editorisl on 9 July, 1896, The Gold

Coast Chronicle (dcera) drew attention to the problem, noting Mameng

the Fante Tribes egpecially, the culpable neglect of fathers, placings
children in & most wneviable position¥. (VIIT, No.207, 9 July 1896,
pe2).

Christianity at first provided =n escape for coastal women. In
the 18508 many flocked to the chapels, refused tc cohsbit with their
polygmous husbands and succeeded in contracting Christian marrismes
to ¢levate their position and gain seaurity. (Cruickshank, 1853:IT,
95-101). The Fante woman at last had pained ™he undivided addresses
of her hugband". Dut Cmickshank, who spent eig‘htom years on the
Gold Coast .as trader, magistrate =nd .I.'ieatmmt-(}ovemor, ncted that
the situation did not always prmduce pesce =mmd hamiony mad marital bliss.

He gzaid the womon becane agoressive:

The newness of the positim of the married wives,
so lately raised from desred=aticn, blinded them

te the lmowledre of their duties, =and induced thaom
to exact, as an inalienable md compulsoxy right,
what if they had nowr humen nature better, they
micht have made the spontsnecus resuli of dutiful
affection. Thisg termagmt conduct o men, who had
hithertc been accustomed to have their own way in
their domestic arrangements, was difficult to brock,
ad led, ».. in many instmces, 1o the sin which
it was)intc—md.ed to repress. {Crickshanks 1853:
11, 99). i o it Dbt

By the end of the nineteenth century the Christisn and Rurcpemn-~style
marriages had become = mgjor social problem of the Gold CGoast. The
The precipate repudiation of wives demanded by the missicnaries left
those women in great hardships and often their children suffered along
with then. On the other hand, the indissclubility of the Christim
(partiamlazrly Catholic) narriages crested a fairly desperate situatiom
in the 4990s. The Gold Coast Chronicle wrote in 1896:
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What was introduced’ as mstrimony deganerated into

a, hybrlcl soxt of marriage, -with the bonds more
closely rivetted, the counter-balsncing adveantages
‘become equivocal, and Divorce placed beyond the
reach of 99 out of 100, grmaning under this lead,
and in vain asking the ministers who bond them

to wnhind, or else help them out of the dilemma but
whe, whilgt gincerely sympathizing with thiem confess
themselves powerless and helpless in the mattert
(VIII, Nol 207’ 9 July 1896, p 2)-

IIT

Ghana is relatively free of customary and religious barriers to
female employment, and the economic developmnent of the countxy owes
a great deal to women. In the past faming was largely the work of
wom.en, their children and dlaves. This was one area where men ;gmuingly
oxploited women in the soclety. The division of labour between the
sexes lefi the heavy taskas of clearing virgin forests, fellmg of trees .
and prepara:blon of the soil to men. 3ut the very 3.rd:|.wus and cantinuous
work of planting, weeding, harvesting md trmsporting the fam produce
was all done by wemen. The food of the country - ynms, rlan‘l:alns,
cassava, com md vegetables - wag growm by woman. ‘Dr. James Africanus
Horton, an early West African nationalist, wrote in 1868 that the
female population of the Golc. Coast was "the most laboricus". "If a
steady and continuous work is required to be done, the female ponulatlm
are the best to be m-;lcyed“ (Horton,, 1868:99) Hortan was very
impatient and critical of the men in the coastal towns who were usually
geen "during the day si‘t't:l.ng* lazily zbout under the cocl shade of a
treet. (Horton, 1868:_'1":1'?:)_. In many parts of mral Ghana today where
men ad women 9.re al{'e.p‘edm faming, certain inequities exist. After
a hard, sumny or rainy day's work, the women would be seen tmdging
home, carrying i.mmense '_i_oads of firewood smad fHoodstuffs on thely hedds,
with their bebies on thelr backs while the men would be marching behind,
arcomnbered only by their walking sticks, matchets or auns!
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Mogt women in Ghana were obliged to work on their Imsband'sg
farms. The produce of these farms and the fruits of the wnen's
l1sbour were subjeet to the contml of the men whoe decided the
distribution and kept the profits. among tﬁe Many o Krobo, a system
of *4rial marriase' spparently developed in the p=st where a wife-
elect wag token to live an o man's fam for a year or $o t0 prove hor
worth as a labourers The man would not ecommit himself to s binding
marriage until he had tested the women's sbilities as a2 herd fam
worker and a good market-saleswoman {Manoukisn, 1950:108). The justi-
ficatimm for men's exploitation of their wives' labour was that
husbands were responsible for the maintenance and debts of their wives
and children. In most cases the women had no time or energy '
cultivate their own l-nds. Dut where they did, the.produce and pmfits
from these geparate lands belonged to the women completely. This was
true of fayms and grmundnut fields of fkan and Tallensi women. Ga
women apparantly were not obliged toc work on their tugband's farms but
they were rogponsible for marketing the produce for the man. The nan
sfipulated a certain sum for the goods, which the wife had to¢ give hin
but any excess she made on the sale was hers to keep. In the fighing
commnities of the Bwe, Ga and Fente, women also controlled the sale
of fish canght by men at sea.

In order for men and women to realise any profits from this
subsistence economy =z large labour force was necdeds The work force
could come from slaves whose labour was free. DBut when slave labour
was not readily avallable to the ordinary man, he tumed o his wommn
md children. Thig was the economic reason for polygyny. Even nen
with glaves married more wives % keep thelr famms and fishing going,
whan the slaves were withdram for war. Indeed, the burdms of the
farm, market and house were s0 exacting that many wives encouraged

their ugbmds +0 recruit more wives to share the tasks. This is twuc
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in mral Ghana todsy @it was in the pasts ' The perceptive Ghanaim
famzle writer, Ama Ats Aldno, revesls this plred:icamen‘t of the African
wom=an in her play. gnowa which is set in Ghana ini'the' 1870s. pnowa,
the inteliigent, capable, sensitive =nd independert-minded herine
cowngels her husband, Kofi fAko, $0 tzke a seoond wife but inddmantly
rejects Kofi's suggestion. of slave help in-their srduous monkey-skin
trade. "I ghall not foel happy with slaves around;® déciérés'M
to her lugband, - in superior moral tcnes. “Kofl, ne m'=n nade a slave
of his friend md came to rmmch himself. Tt is wmnb. Tt is evil®.
But o the guestion of = sectnd wifc she has no tmuble. It is her
suggestim. - "At least she could help use I could find a. o od one
too™.  When Xofi fko protests iA. ﬂ,mww cemly gpos ons: Tah my
magter, ut I don't wderstand you. You aré the only men in this world
who has just one wife and swears to keep 'ccnly her sevs Perhaps it is
your medicine's taboo?? (Aidoo, 4570:24 ma 30).

In the prevailing social md comonic conditions of the Gold Coast
in the ninetcenth century wmen shared thelr husbaés and kept the
population fed, MWod prodwction was consideréd primarily a feminine
activity. Men engased in war, trade, goid miniﬁg gd hunting. Export
agrioulture was; fori'a long time, unrewarding as a source of income.
It was less profitable than trading mnd goldemining. Besides, greater
prestige Was attached to commercial enterprise (which r:enked with or
was second to military success)s " Through trade men ea,sa.ly 'wqu.red
Burcpean lumuiry apods which were deamed necessaxy to bolster ‘bhe_a:l.r
image in gociety. Later when palm 0il md cocoa became established
as export comnodities, men tumed to faming but they never snlp:pl,.énted
wmen. ‘bnen played an importmt vole in the production of palm I'oil,_
soap znd palm kemelss They alsn helped in the harvesting of coconme
In this centuzy, however, more male hired labour has been employed in

the cocoa industry.




There were imﬁér‘tmt reagrng why man eontrolled zl1 profitable
trmde in Ghana wntil late in the last cenmury. First of =211 the
articles required for inter-state md intemationsl trade were
difficult frr women to come by. TheSe were a0ld, slaves, koln nuts,
mmkeoy sking =md ivory. Such commoditios were within the re-ch only
of rich md powerful men. 8laves were the pre-rogatives of chiefs and
military captains. &8 Dre Dicksm hzs printed ovt, the long-distance
trade in these 770ds alse reqired a great deal of organization and 2
heavy cepital outlsy. {(Dickson, 19693:106), Not only wnen but the
poorer male pepulati:n cowld not affoxd extensive trading Trains
of carfiers - slaves -« were heeded to headlood the mode while amned
men and state higshway pelice (gkwansrafos in Twi) were required to
protect the caravans from bripesnds. It was this rezscn as well as
state poclicy which made trade in the ismite kingdom, for example, the

pre~1ogative of the King and his powerful chiefs.

However, male domination of trade began to wane as the tradi-
tinal commedities Lecame uhavallable or unsalable. Slavery was
sbolished; md the use of slaves ag porters was eventuslly forbidden
Ly the British idministre-tion on the Gold Ceast in the 1870s. Then
monkey dking and ivery became sezrce with the gradual extincetion of
the animals.  As imperislism becrme esteblished; the goldmining
industyy fell under the contrel of Burwpesn compmies who established
moncepolistic mles about the e}qaloilta'bim of the minersl. Men every-
where were being forced out of Jobs 28 entreprencurs. Alsc the
cenditims of prestioe chmoed. Blucation (from which women were
excluded or hold back by policy mad custom) and Baropem-type (i.e.
olerical) b e beeme the factnrs which conferred distingtion In
society. But intercstingly encush sg men left commerce, women -~
meducrted women wnd 211 - took over frading so that todsy in Ghena,

as elsevhere in West ifrica, markets are 2 faninine domain.



VWomen along the eoast bemn to enter the Buropean trade from
ghcaut the middle of the nineteenth century. Georse Henty, the
war corrospndent for the Imdm Stondaprd visited Accra in December
1873 and was surprised to see evorywhere in the market md strests
"enterprising women? seliing trays-full of beads, Manchester cloths,
coloured hendkerchiefs, tobacer, Eniglish-made pipes, knives, looking
glasses, ma,tches'md blue. (Henty, 1874:258-60). Often women were
alse bugy selling food, cocked and wcooked,. and still others. were |
engaged over large iron pots maxmifacturing palm oil..

The war of {1873-4 between Asmte and Great Britein nrovided
great incentives to women trsders in southem Ghaa. Then the huge

British Camp was osteblished at Praso, 70 miles from Cape Coast, Fantd
and Assin wmen quickly travelled up to soll dried fish, candles,
tobacce, pipes, sheets of note-paper, rice md plantaing to the soldiers.
(Henty, 1874:329). Though the sale of liquor was forbidden except
through the Dritish commissariat; the Cape Coast women who briskly
signed up to carrmy food and ammunition for the Contiol Department
calmly relled up several bottles of rum md gin in the magsses of cloth
(atofo) which they carried on their back as bustle or 'improver'. The:
atofo became a great avenue for smggling during the war and the search
police dared not touch them. TFreferick Boyle, correspondent for the
Daily Telemraph observed the activities of the damntless women carricrs
and wrote: "In the sacred 'improver' a female chapman can carry twe
or three bottles without any suspicion™ (Boyle, 1874:131).

But there were more seftled femzle traders at the time Iike the
veyy wealthy and powerful Mrs. Dames =nd Mrg. Swznzy sf Cape (Coast.
These fomidnble women maintained large establigments of slaves,
servants and dependent kins-men in the {870s. This clientele con-
ducted a repular retail trade for the women as well as performing

other services. Then Genersl 'wleselay requeSted carriers in November



1873 for the asmte expedition, Mrs. Dames held twe rousing meetings
at her hmge md rounded up thoussnds of woman for the Britigh. drs.
Swanzy alone supplied 80 women nf "hexr pecple® {i.c., houschold) -
a0t as carriers. (Doyle, 1874:102-4, 116-73 Honty, 1874:205-7).

Mrs. Swanzy was the fomer Catherine Dawsen, melatic daushter
of a faneer Govermor, Joseph Dewsrn, and Bfus Ketal, holder of the
dnona stool of Cape Coast. She was belleved to be the richest woman
on the Cosst in the mid-nineteenth century. 8he owned loaros tracts
of 1esmd in the centre of Cape Coast psrt of which she gave to her
Irish hushmad's firmm of P and A, Swanzy. (She alss gove part of her
luge household 0 the lushand, Frank, her Mintellipent man®, =2nd
married bhim off o her bedchanber woman in 1872 - to pempetuate the
neame)!  She was known to have oce p=id Assnte traders by baloneing
fold dust azainst a canon hall. {Swangzy, 1956:703).

After Agsnte had heen mnexed by the BDritish in 1991, Pate and
Ga women initisted psante and other inland women into the secrets of
the Boropesn trade. Already some women in Accrs and Cspe Coast were
receliving credit fronm Buropean flrms for tobaceo, elath and other
imported goods. The asante women seemed to have caught on quickly,
accustened, as they were, to taking care of thelr o property and
keeping their own accounts. The tradition of faunle ecomomic
indepandence mnd self-relisnce has erested in Ghana todsy = closs of
tough~minded commercisl and businesswoman wo comtml vast economic
enterprises of considerable complexity. Many of these women are
perfectly illiteratel! These are the familizr 'cash madams' of accrs,
Kumasi, msnd Lagos in Nigeria. 'Madem Bgther', 'funtie Grece' and
'Masme Seewant would be foumd in these citics dealing in wholesale
textiles, hardware md provigims. or elge controlling vast retail
netwrks of local gonds like fish, palm 0il, plantaing and farms.
They 2an barely sigm their names but thelr annual tumover is in mony

thousands of pounds - althourh the tax officisl may find it extrepely



diffieult to assess the velume of their trade or their rezl worth.

Such mnen ~rc "31{?' in sr“clo'ty md they assunme chiefly positims
in thelr ‘\usmosse - In 'f:hc Ghmnim mzrkets cne nears of the 'Y
Qp.een' 'Glcth reen', ’Tomq;f‘u Qlec-ﬂ:l‘ #ad go . They are fomidohle
wne who Jeﬁ,lously mard their pre-mantives md wmle their branch
of the trzde with firm hands. They ney or @mry not be marrled Lut Fhat
is no deterrent to their pursuit of weslth snd power. Their mshands
often tum out to be fairly dependent males who act as sceretaries if
need he. Dut mest of the business infomation is c:-',rried':i.n the women"s
heads a3 their energy, diligence and knowledge of the world is a matter
for surprise. The {960 Population Census of Ghona showed hat of the
2,723,026 eoonomidally active populsation, .1,677,058 were males znd
1,045,968 females. Tally S6% of these females werc employed in
agriculture, fishing and commerce. SeVeﬁty' five per ceni of all

females in amploymat were catesorised as emplcyers or self-cmployed.

(1960 Forulsticn Cengus of Ghanas Greerstree‘b, | 1971) The contribution
of women to the economy of Ghma then is impressive as well ns
historical, as the size ~nd naturce of theix present coonomic activities
ShOW.

Nevertheless, these egonomic activities remain 'traditiwnal'.
Most women now ave not equipped eduCationéxily and technically to play
pmmment roles in Ghma's industralisation pzocess- The eolonial
wstem saw to it that women were cither excluded fwem schools or else
were given .s. fifth-rate imitstion of the edicabicn of the pocr in
Barope. The 'better classes' of ccaS‘I;al: women, mainly mulatines .
degsceended from Burmpesn merchants ~nd officisls, received a fair
educatim and grossly pretended at ladyship while the Mlower oxders®
imitated them and gstrained 4 do their needle-work and coock a few out
of place Buxopean dishes. (See Reindorf, 1895:272-3). On their part,
African men exploited their traditions to support the colonial system



which kept women 'in their place's. Wives ~nd daughters were required
to keep the aoricdlltnre:l cernomy ruming =nd keeop theilr catecnlst,

cleriezl mnd labouring man in the mines supplied with food. That was
the role of a wonan! The econony could not be disrupted; sirls could

net s toe school.

It was something of a revelution whaen the first Afrvicon womsn
Was admittéd to the enimial civil service in the Gold Cosst in 1630,
This was Miss Ehizabeth Ferguson (later Mrs. B. Grat), sister of the
famoug snrveyer and anpire builder, George Ekem Ferguson of Anongho.
Miss Ferguscn, Yo youngnative lady' passed two civil serviece examina-
tions very ereditably md the Govermment could not exclude her from
erployment. In his effort to persusde the Colonial 0ffice shout The
wonats anployment, Govermor Drandford Griffith felt constrained $o
ermhagize theat "the zdmission of yune ladies who are natives of the
Colomy to the Public Service is colaulated to have n most useful and
moralis:%.ﬁg effect ganerally in that service™. Lord Knutsford, the
Colonial Secretary, arreed with this view and RBlizcbeth Ferruscn was
employed ag Fostmistress and Telegraph Clerk at inomabeo. Yet Miss
Fergusm's achievamnent did not remove the colonial discriminstim
against wonen in employmant. Teaching in mission schools ramained
the heitht of the educnted woman'g aspirations and achlevement until
very reoently. Therc wog some Jostifiestion, thercfore, in what noay

: 3 23 oo Vil -
fathers ;nd uncles used 0 83y ¢ Jtan adesun nso mfasoo ben na ewo 5007

(What profit is there cn 2 woman's educntion?)s
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In politics women played varicd mles depending on the particulnr
social orgenization and historical circumstances. The traditimmal |
emphasis of snthropolomists md other scholars on politicl offices and
the position of the chief (who was ususlly 2 male) has eclipsed the
political mle of 211 but a few African women. 4 grea‘c cieél.'of ro-
search needs to be done m the real p01vei- of Women in the decision-
making precesses of Africsn ,pol.i‘ti_as in the past. In societies like
the Ge, Drgouba, Nzima and jowin where women cantrolled cortain ritual
practices '-trid medic'inca aé well as land, stool _property, md'i'em,lia,
the political role: of wonen could be comsidersble. These women- mlgh‘t;
nct be seen debatmﬂ' issues mth men in the cm.ef's council meetmg
but they cGuld mfluenoe the dec.lsmns from behind the scanes.

The Akan mptnhneal 900131 orgmization gavs women 2 comple-— _
mentaxy mle in politics. In =n Mkan state there are ¥wo stools which
serve ag. the s{y'mbr)ls of poli‘tlcal aathority. One is 'bhe'(male) chief's
stosl md the othar is the Quoen Mother's. The femnle stdel is
senerally reparded as the senior of the two shosls. (Ra‘tfrey, 1923:81).
The Queen Mother (Jhémmaa)  is the senicr femslo of the royal i:ineag‘e
who is chosen as s joint mler with the chief. She nay be a real or
classificatory mother or gister of the chief whom she regards con-
gtitutionally as her son. when therc ig a vacancy om the chief's
stonl, the Queen Mother has the first r»ight o nominate a c'mdldate.
4g the woyal {‘moalﬁr‘lSt, she has the rizht 1o c‘tetemme uhe legu.'bi-
macy of the rights of all claiments to = stool. Her nommeel however,
hag to.be approved md accepted By the sﬁ’.ﬁ-chiefs and alders Qf the
pecple. Whenh a suocegsful candidate ig to be enstdoled the-qz_eeﬁl Mother
plays a key role in all the esoteric rites and ceremonics.




The fQuea Mother's title neans 'femsle ruler' and she
ahinres th: yuls of the gt~te with hor eme Ghaiever the chief gits
in st~te ghe sits Deside him on his left. A3 the "mother' of tho
chief, sno has the conatitutionsl chbligation to advise and uide the :
ghizf. 8he is the only person in the stsate whe ¢an eriticise and
rchuke the chief %o kis facc é,nd in public. Failure to perfom this
important comstitubional duty e contribute to the destoolment of the
Queen iother herself. Tw happencd t¢ the Queen lother of the Asmte
Kinglom, ¥ana Afua Kobi, in 1883 vhen two of her sons, King Kofi Kaskard
(1867-74) and Kins Monsa Donsa (1874-83) were deposed by the people for

various misdeeds.

The GQueen Mother is o full member of the chief's council md
court. Her presence is reoquired whenever importeont matter of state
or judicial cases invalving sacred caths are o be deeided. Nineteenth
cantury visitors to the Assnte court =lways commented on the mle of

the Agantchemmas and her eourt. Then Dowdich was nesobisting = treaty

of pesce mnd trade with Kings Osei Donsu in 1817, the Quean Mother had
to Be fully informed of 211 the.pmceedmrtse At o grand neeting of the
Asmte Hational Asserhly held on 7 Septerber 1817, Dowlich had to
ralate the objects of his mission o the Queean Mother throush her own
skyesme (counsellor). The nresaice of the Queen Mother with some 300
women Yin all the mamificence which a prfusion of mld and silk could
fumigh® quite nebonighed the Baslighmen. (Dowdich, 1819:124). Three
vears loter, in 1820, the Jritish Coneul, Joseph Dupuisg, algn ranzried

ont the keen interest that = new jigontehemas, presumsbly Wena fma

Sgewas, P00k In public affairs. Once she visited the ctnsul at his
regsidemee in Kumasi with “a trcop of about one Ymdred md fifty women
md youns alrls® to thank Dupvis wd exprees heor views on the

success ful treaty nemti=tions bhetween Asante and Great Dritain.
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Dupuis h~d this to gsy °f the isgsmtchamaa's power: (Dupuis, 1824:
114 )

This womean's relationehip [t the King/
naturally estahlished her in an elevated
rank, hut. ghe was doubly dimified by =n
ampleyment which, perhaps, may not inpro-
perly he temed Governess of the empire;
or Qpeen over the famales; 2ll of that
sex being immediately responsible to her
sovernment, and subject to an arhitrary
cantrol under her vice-govemesses.

The Asante Queen Mothers h=ve their owmn 'palace! oxgmization.
They hold court indepandently of the chiefs mnd are attended by
mmerous (mainly female) councillors -nd fmctionsries. - Their
jurisdiction covers =11 the d:mestlc ﬂnd faily cases. involving the
royal linease =5 well as m'\st ai sputes betwecn wonen s :In. certe=in
cagses, m=le litipgmis cm app’._Ly to hove thelr cases transferred from
the chief's to the Gueen Mother's Court whe:re thefees and fines are
ganerally lower.. Q.leen m.others, 1like othar nsan‘te wnen, in the past,
omed vagtegtates d whole villaives ..J'h(..l‘o their daves md
depandents cul¥ivated fams for than. (Bowdich, 1819:45).

Women in Ak'm society ean rle a5 chiefs if there are mo male
heirs in the myal lineage. One such female chief in the nineteenth
century w-s Iuan Dwshen Amn, Seaw'm, whio ruled the important Dwsben
chiefdom from 1841 to about 15650. Dwaben fousht a major civil war
with the Asemtehene in 1831 md lost. Nana ima Seewad; end her son
chief Kwasi Bosten =d their pecplé Iweife forced to emigrate to Akyem
in gouthemesstem Ghane. Dwsbenhene Doaten #nd his brother died in
exile and Nana Seewon led her people back to Asante in 1849 after
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succegsfully - c-:.mclurling‘ nemtlatiomeg with Asatohane Kwelar Dua T.
She completely robuilt her miined ecapital wish the help of her 28
vear old dowshter, Afrakums Tein, who later sneceeded her »a chioef.
The Yeslay= migasimary Thimas Dixeh Freeman whe viglted Henna Segwan
in 1842 egbimated her age Botween 60 and 65. (Freemsn, 1044:162),
Dut her enersy wad r;urp:cism{:o She officiated ~t the welisiras Adag
snd Qdwirs festivals, preslded over her court =nd mided her coun-~
cillors in mvermment. She alse fulfilled her oblizationg to the
Aamtehene before whom she tndk the customazy oath of allegimce,

“wearine a belt of gepew knives®. {Rattray, 1929:173).

Saveral Vegleym silgsionaries visited Nana Dwahen Ssewan, md
were impressed with her dimnity, kindness and enlightenment. In
the mid-nineteenth century she was the cnly importeant Asante chief
vho wag willing to eongider and asccont mizgims mnd schools in her
state. In dupust 1644 when Reve He Wasrton vigited her, she pave a
large picce of land noar her residonce fory the building of o migsim
house and chapel. When the missioamw left Dwsben, Nma Spewan fSove
him a hoy of 8 4o be educated m the ecast. In 1847 Rev. G Hillard
went to Dwshen and found the 0ld monareh still very keen: "The
Gueen mamifested such kindmess snd goniidence as is truly surprising
She attended personzlly every time I preached?. (TFreanm, Wharton
and Hillard in The Vesten Foho (Cape Comst) II, No.19, 46 June 1886,
o8

Dut Freemsn observed that Nana Seswna could not pmeeed with
the intmwduction of Christimity in Dwaban amainet the national
policy of Asmte as a vhole. Christianity was such a momentous
Innovation dhet 211l the Asante gbtates had to adept g natimal policy
ad stratesy for it wmder the leadership of the Asantehene. Its
close agsoecliatimm Yo Jritish political imperialisn was too patent to

the Asante Governmentd,
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Remarkable as Nzna Dwaben Ama achieveanents were as a
mler, they were partly possible becmuse she had reached the menow-
pause in life. Tomen suffered certain ritual dissbilities:which.
often hindered their participatim in public activities. 'The ;weatost
dlsaglm‘, factor was mensiruatiom. . The ikan considered a menstmating
woman as ceremonlally umclesn and she was subject to: a number of
ritual w*uldmces. A Q.leen Mother in her perlod cnu].c1 not take part
in any rellglO'llS ri'tes for 'I;he ancestors SF o to the chlef's court
or agsociaté with any of “the male ﬁmotlonarles in ggovemment..
(Menstrua,tlon was also pq,rt of the reason why women ate separately
and Képt out of men's social activities in the oomumty) It was
especla,]ly important tha.t womm in their perlod kept away from
militaxy a.cf:.vltles and personnel. To ensure agalnst menstruzl oon-
tam::natlﬂn chlefs and captalns going to war wors ccxupelled t0 leave
the 'tom socm a.fter they ha.d taken the Wa.r oath to the ¥ing.

BJ.tua,l d:.squa.la.f:.ca.tion mther than physical inferiority pre~
vented Asmt_e_ wmen from gerving.in the state amies. There was also
a s‘l:a:i'.e poi_icﬁftb guard against Asante women being capiured in war by
enenies. Only'-). few senior wives of '_the King and - greater war chiefy
accompanied the amies to %ake care.of the sacred "lackened stools",
medicines, and treasures taken to,war.- The rest of the women engaged
themSelvés _undg;:-_ﬁl;le_::_leade:c-ship-. of.the Queen Mother, who now aasumed
the gnverm_nent,. in .Offering‘ prayers. for victory md preparing
pm_#isims for the gsoldiers. .Observers found Asdnte women busy ih
1873-"‘18"?4 drying plantains, cassava, com, nute and beans for the
V8agrentit ﬁa.r. They alsc ground. pepper, baked com cakes and
amoked fish and I;'flea.’b for the men. {Ramseyer and Kulne, -1875:267;
Doyle, 1874:331).

Women along the coast had regular organizations for services
in war. Fante mlllta,x:)r organizatlcm was structured intc patrilinesl
agafo ccmpanies. Some of these companles hz(i regular fenale wings
called adzews or adenkum. Some also reserved the J.mpor'tant leader-
ship posgition of Asafo Nkyer bgs for women, and female 'captains'
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actually fought in war. In {848 an Ahanta womn de=2eribed by
Cruickashank as "a brave Amazen of Dixoove®™ marched at the hesd

of her compsany in the axpedition of Govewmwr Wimiet t¢ Nzima
(‘I&pollgﬂia‘). This expeditim deposed the famous Xing Kwaku Akka
of the Ngima who waz imprisoned in Cape Coast Castle where he died
in eprly 1952, (Oruickshenk, 1853:I, 215;  Ellis, 1893:210-11)-

Fante sdenkum and gdzews bands provided support fto the trans
port and commisgsariat departments of the ggafo companies in wawr.
They alse .assisted in obtaining supplies and snmmition by placing
themselves in pam or standing surety for their fighting men. (De
Graft Johnson, 1932:314). Pante women Lecame the stiongest
opponents of Asante imperiszlism in the nineteenth century. Tius
the adzewa and adernkum Landg pave every suppert to the Britich
during the Asante invasion of 1873. Under the influence md exhor-
tation of powerful women like Mrs. Dames snd Mrs. Swanzy, the women
of Cope ast and neighhourins tewns poured out in their thousands
to act ag carriers for the Control Deparitment. These Fante women
aaved General Wolseley's transport crgmization from complete
collapse. For one shilling a day and three pence "“subgistoce¥,
the wonel carried rice, salted heef and ammunitim in loads of 60
pounds each, all the 70 miles from Cape Coast to Praso -~ their
bablies on their backs! May were the Ingtances when men esgcaping
from Asante fire took shelter behind the lines of these brave women
carriers!! Dritich officers and war correspondents ha,d the greatest
regspect and praise for the 'little womeni!. Many then became con~
vinced of the wisdom of the King of Dshomey in employing the female

Mmazons to fight in his national army. Fredervick Boyle of the
Daidy Telegraph wrote:

Give us wonan! ig the eyy of transport officers.
That king of Dshomey whio organised the dmazon
corps was no vwnnatural ¥xyant. He appears to
have been a man of sghrewd observation, supericr
o prejudice. :
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On 26 November 1073 Boyle met convoys of 2,000 women carriers
marxching to the war front led by thelir headwomen who. carried
s:l.lvmr—'bopped stloks of c\fflceo' He declared:

~fhat order and’ remuldrity they keep! I

wigh the wonen of Africs would just rise

in their thoussnds =nd assert that supe—
-riority so manifestly possessed.

(Boyle, 1874:142, 173).

Actually the hard working snd courageous wmen did nct
tolerats male dowardice in tims of national crisis. The vomen
had a right to demand the service of evexy able-bodled man m
the naticnal calige, Panale asSarlts on oowardly men in time of
War was a pre-rogative and it became mstlmtlonala.zed by the Akan
in the mhtamr-rellglous ceremonies of mmcbomme. When the men
left for war, women under the le",dership of the Qeen Mother or
their company heads painted themselves with white clay (M)
and pa,raded through the streets every morning singing songs of
exhortation and invoking the protection of the gods (abogom) for
the aruy. On the day of an expected battle they 'played at wax'.
Avned with siicks, knives and wooden amns they burst thrdugh the
gtreets pretending %o fight thé;'-enenw Vawpaw frits served as
enery heads and were f:.ecerly pierced and out off by the wa,mng'
women. During these exercises any able~hodied man found m town
was dragged out from his hiding place, thrashed in the streets and
jeered out of towm. Cape Coaat in 1873 presented many sPectacles
of a "man wretch" beins pursued by bands of mmobomme Womet «
(Doyle, 18T4:47, 50). |

Captured enemies and other war prisoners were a.lao sub,]ected
to harsh treatment by women. During the Krepi campaig of 1869=71, .
the Asante captured the Dasel missionaries Fritz Ramseyer, his w:l.fe
and son and the traders Johanmeg Fuhne and M.J. BDonnat. The
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prizonars were marched to Kwnanse. Several times on thelr Joumey
they encountered 'txoops! of flercc mmobompe women whe Jeered md
threatened them with menacing gestures. In Dwaben o "femole aymy®
mat the capiives wlth "a grod flourisgh! brandishing their knives
in their faces., Ranseyer wrotes "One of them waved her sword full
in the fzee of ny wifz and s{-'-rept onward, screaming fearfully®. 4
similar reception awaited the frightened Europeans at Abarkmxo,

near Edwesv. (Ramseyer and Kuhne, 1875:3-5, 52-4).

It is highly interesting that while Fante and other coastal
wmen were the strongest oppments of Asmite imperialism, women
in assnte iteell offered tlﬁ-e stemest rezigtace tw the Dritish in
the nineteenth century. The xecoxd of two Asante Queen Mothers and
their supporters ig partionlarly cutstanding. Asantehammaas Nanz,
Yaa &kyaa was the mother of Trempe I (1888-96), the last King of
indepandent Agante. 5She succegsMully uided her supporters to fisht
off Trempe's opponents to the Golden 3tcol in a2 civil war vhich
lagted from 1884 to 1808. She then bhecrme the power behind the
Stool of her sixteen year-old sai. Mmmy old Asante deseribe N
Taa Myan ag having the will of » msn! She made no secret of her
disgiike mnd dis'trust_of the British. Dr. R.A« Freema:, 2 manbar
of a2 British mission to Asmte and Gyaman in 1883, noted the
detemined coldness of the Assptehenmaa. At their official
reception, ¥ing Prempz danced a graceful and dignified customary
danece which the vigitors found "hidly complimentary¥. Dut when
Nana Yaa Ayas and her court proceeded to welcome the white men,
Freeman noted that tMthe Queen Mother offered me the tips of her
fingers vith extreme caution®™. The Agantchemmas quite surprised
the g.:.;ailf-a_nt Dr. Freeunm when the officers were paying their com-

pliments:
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On this cecasin my desire to exhibit a2 cordizl
mnd affable maner arsin led me into difficnl-
ties, for when the Gueen Mother presented to me
her small, soft, shapely hand I took it in mine
and, =zs I made my bow, hestowed upon it a
gentle mnd affectionate squeeze asuch as could
not have mrt z bzby; wpam which to my surprise
and discomfiture, the 0ld lady closed one eye
amd pursed up her mouth into the form of an ill-
made buttonhele, murmiring at the sgame time
gomething that I fear could not he congtrued
into a benedictiom. (Freeman, 1898:103, 105).

The "frostily dignified oid lady™ maintained her hostility to
the Dritish throughout. She coungelled Trempe against accepting
Dritish protection in 1891. Travelling Commissioner Hull who carried
the invitstiom to Premnpe m te to the Governor about the Queen
Mother with %a cruel, inscrutable face"™ who was "poth hated and
feared" by her people. Thig wns passed on to the Colonial Office
and Nana Yaa Akyaa became the target of Dritish imperialist stratesy.
She agein advised the King to reject the overtures and demands of
1894-5. Her removal from Asante was decided on ad in 1896 she,
the King, her .limsb and, and a munber of important chiefs were
arrested.and sent 1o S:LerraLeone. After four years_'there they
were shipped to the Seychel{les Tglsndg = the haven of intractable
royal African opponents of British imperislism. She was baptised
'"Blizabeth! into the Anglicm Church in 1904 and died in exile on
2 September 1917 at an estimated age of T5.

In 1900 another Queen Mother, Naha Yan Asantewas of Bdweso,
led the i{ingless amies of Agante to fight dsante's last wnr againgt
British imperialism. Nana Agantewaa's grandsan, Chief Afrane, had
been deported with Prempe in 1896,. #d she became the chief of Blweso.
She was never reconciled to Dritish rule. She marted under the

injustice of the deportation and deeply resented imperial taxation
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esreclally the war indemity the interest on which stood st £14,000
in 1900, Then Govemor Hodxgsm mode big fatal speech of 20 Maxch
1900 declaring that the Asante chiels would never retum, and
depnded the Golden Stool to git o, the die wasz cast. ADritiask

officer vecaliing the secene lsater wmie:

In the processim of filing past the Govemow,
who was in full dress unifonn, Queen Aamtush
ztopped to examine his medals, to select one

to keep after her omn great ceremony teok place,

when the me heat of the dxum smnounced the

Govermor's hend had dropped. Thank God she

did not et hime. She listened with the

greatest attention to the Govemor's specch.

She was heard to gay 'Good, he is c.a,ll:mt__, the

Ashmtis to amg for mel! He could not do it

hetter than he hag done it in demanding the

Golden Stool?  (Hall, 19393280).
According o Edweso oml bradit: iong, Nana Yaa Asantewan met the
other chiefs that might md decl ared in the most dramatic languase
that she was réa,d:; to exchar 1“{"6 her gex with that of any man who
feared to defend the Asante nation. She put her fighting men at
the head of the vnited amies snd dirvected the stratery for
rebellim. Nana Asantewas 1’390’-31119 the "old texror® to the ?ntlgh.
In the well-known *xdising! th'rt followed, the Asarte dmve the
Govemor, his wife and escort into the Kumasi fort .and held them
there for three months. Then starvation and death threatened the
Very core of the Governor's staff he was forced to mcke s degpernie

eacope breakins throush the enemy cordm at night.

The Yaa Asantewaa Tﬂr cmtm ed for another four months. The
British received reinforcements from all parts of the Jritich
empire m '.;;frica, and India and 7‘}- Iﬂiilimetre (N8, HeVEl-pOWEe rs
and maxims were divected amainst the Asante. From mupust "the
angust Lady® decided on guerrilla warfare led by her personal army.
(Biss, 1901:264, 271)e Just when Colonel Willeocks' relief force
had decided that the rebellion was quelled, he discovered fresh
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stockades at Edwesc, the {ueen Mother's town. Some 3,500 men were
organized to resiat Willécoks ma "about 2,000 of them were picked
ment of the Quean's bodyguard®. They fought adamantly but the towm
was eventiially bombarded. The Queen Mothar fled to Ofingo, sbout

15 miles away, @nd raised another rebellion theres By the beginning
of September some of the Asante chiefs had Begun to surrender to the
Britigh. Oolonel Willoocks gave Nana Yas Asantewaa four days to
appear in person. "However®, says Ggptain Diss, "late on the 18th
shortly before the limit of time expired, instead of the Queen,
there came an insgolent veply that she would fight to the end.
(Biss,. 1901:286-8). Willcocks detemined now to crush the Queen
Mother and Asante. The campaimm raged on until the third week of
November. Over 60 'vebel' lesders had heen arrested and Nana Yaa
Asantewaa remained-the only “wanted® person. She had made a good
escape but in the end ghe was betrsyed Dy one of her own men! She
headed the, 1ist of 15 chiefs who were sent to-the Seychelles in 1901.:
ghe too was bapiised 'Victoria' in 1904 in the geeral converzim of
recgleitrants. She died on the island on § July 1922, two years
before King Prempe was repatriated to Asante.

v

Nana Yaa Akyaa and Nana Yaa Asantewaa were only two very
famous women who laid down their lives to mecurve the freedom of
their people from British imperialism. There is no surprisein
what they did. vomen in Ghana, ag elsewhere in Africa, have always
been regarded as the source of moxal strength in their societies.
They are the cugtodimng of our best traditiong, the axchives of
our history =#nd culture. The key role they plgy in 1life oyecle rites
for birth, puberty, marriage and death emphasize their importance
a8 guardians of our socizl ad religious values. In Ga religion

oly women can be mouthpieces of the sods (dzemawodzi) and of
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the sncestors. TheSe are the fenszle nediums (mzei) o alone
are posgessed by the gods and relzie their wisghes o men.
(Manoukimn, 1950396-7). In 8kan, the femsmle nnwnkor mnd adows
musicnl bands contain some of the best poets and historians in

the sveiety. Oér‘tain important elements of our national culture
suck ag found in dances, gonirs, folklore =and troditionzl dress cmn

now mly be obtained throush these womane.

1

Dut-these are the people who found no :p-l-’}c_e in the colomial
svsteam.. Thelir ordinary aptivitiea were deplored or misunderstood; -
their exdraordinary sohieveanents were defeated, They were gyate—:.
matically excluded fronm the new forms of"power snd prestise In o the
colonial era. Independance provided =n opportunity for natimal
reganeration but the hulk of Afwic r-n wyoman today have no material

or payehologigal basis of mthority. Many still maintaic their
aufonow_ in the marital home and pogsess gome ecomoinic independence
because the traditional altéemative sources of protection sre o
therg. 3ut for mest women the traditional selfeconfidence is
eroded, They doubt their role ag partners of men performing
complementary duties Lecause of their Inadequate cducation and
tecknicol incompetence. There is 2 great need for feminine
initiztive in Africs.  Dut there is alse 2 challenge for men. The
male leaders of independent Africa have acquired a habit of
mthority refined from eolonisl praéticesn Their tendency im to
co-opt a few efucated wome to boards and couneils, and confer
positiais md titles on them. The'se'a.nlre cénc@ssions to their sex,
tut the women of the past did no"fréqtiire sufferance or special

treatment.
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