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Abstract
An inheritance dispute heard before one of the chiefs’ courts established in Asante under indirect rule
illustrates the multivalent, dynamic character of social institutions at a time of economic and political tran-
sition. Litigated in 1951, the dispute raised questions about the meaning of ‘family’ and ‘belonging’, and
their significance for people’s access to wealth and their obligations to one another. Played out against a
backdrop of potentially far-reaching social and political change in Ghana and beyond, cases such as this
one suggest that terms such as ‘belonging’ and ‘family’ are best understood as labels for complex social
processes, rather than facts that determine people’s social identities and entitlements.
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In a review of recent contributions to long-running debates over the meaning of ‘dependence,
unfreedom and slavery’ in Africa, Benedetta Rossi critiques Africanist scholars’ use of the term
‘belonging’ to denote a fact about a person’s social standing that determines her fate. As
Kopytoff and Miers famously wrote forty years ago, the antithesis of ‘slavery’ is not ‘freedom’
qua autonomy, but rather ‘belonging’.1 Rossi disagrees: people’s lives, she argues, are not uniquely
determined by their social position. Even slaves face different circumstances at different times
and places, and do not all make the same choices among available possibilities, however limited
these may be. ‘Belonging per se does not do anything’, Rossi writes. ‘Belonging is as belonging
does.’2

Read as a social fact or indicator of social status, ‘belonging’ does not do anything — but people
do, and their actions and interactions bear on their relations to one another (‘she belongs to our
family‘) and to things (‘he carried his belongings in an old suitcase’). Building on Rossi’s analysis,
I suggest that belonging may be understood as a process — a moving dynamic of social actions and
interactions that alter or reinforce individuals’ life chances and their relations to one another.
Material possessions are just one of the moving parts in this process. How people access, use,
and control things may influence or result from their interactions with and social standing in
the eyes of others. As more or less enforceable claims on other people, financial possessions are
also emblematic of the interactive, social character of belonging — perhaps even more so.

To illustrate the processes at work in various forms of belonging, I present the case of an
inheritance dispute in Asante that raises several questions about the sources and implications of
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1See I. Kopytoff and S. Miers, ‘African “slavery” as an institution of marginality’, in S. Miers and I. Kopytoff (eds.), Slavery
in Africa: Historical and Anthropological Perspectives (Madison, 1977), 17. Quoted in B. Rossi, ‘Dependence, unfreedom and
slavery in Africa: towards an integrated analysis’, Africa, 86:3 (2016), 580.

2Rossi, ‘Dependence’, 586.
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belonging to a family.3 The case was adjudicated in 1951, in one of the customary courts established
under the British system of colonial governance known as indirect rule. Having dismantled the
Asante monarchy when they took control of the central region of Ghana in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, British authorities gradually rebuilt it in the 1920s and 1930s, hoping, inter alia, that their colo-
nial subjects would be happier to pay taxes to their accustomed rulers than to alien British officials.4

In 1936, the colonial administration ‘restored’ the Asante monarchy with much fanfare. As part of
the ‘restoration’, officials established a hierarchy of courts under the authority of the reinstated
asantehene, in which Asante chiefs adjudicated cases deemed subject to customary law.5

Inheritance disputes among Africans were included in the chiefs’ courts’ jurisdiction.6

The case discussed below was heard in April 1951. At the time, institutions established by the
colonial administration remained in place, but officials were beginning to prepare for an eventual
transition to independence. The prospect of an end to colonial rule was, in turn, animating debates
about who could claim to be a citizen of Ghana and what citizenship would mean for those who
held it. Two months earlier, Nkrumah had been named leader of government business after
winning an election that he contested while still in prison for leading protests against colonial
rule. Released from jail, Nkrumah lost no time in laying the groundwork for his Convention
People’s Party to gain control of the independent state. While battles over control of the incipient
nation were foremost in the years leading up to independence, questions of authority, obligation,
and belonging reverberated at all levels of social interaction, from the national to the domestic.

Family property

The case in question was heard over the course of three days by a panel of three senior Asante
chiefs. The litigants — a woman named Abena Bimpeh and a man, Akwasi Kumah, who contested
Abena Bimpeh’s claim on behalf of himself and his brothers — both belonged to the family of Kofi
Wuo, a ‘subject’ of the stool of Amoaful who died in the late 1940s.7 At no point during the trial did
anyone question the fact that the litigants were all ‘of Kofi Wuo’s family’. The points at issue were
how they belonged to the family and how the manner of their belonging bore on their claims to Kofi
Wuo’s estate.8 Both turned on issues covered by customary rather than statutory law.

Since the court transcript makes no mention of a will, it appears that Kofi Wuo died intestate.
Under the Akan system of inheritance, when a man dies without leaving a written will, his property
becomes the property of his family. (When a woman dies, her property goes to her uterine sister(s)
and other female relatives. A woman may, however, share in the benefits of property held collect-
ively by her matrilineal family).9 Following the death of a family member, the family meets to
appoint a ‘successor’ — a position more like that of an administrator or trustee than an heir.
Detailed in numerous court cases and books by legal experts, the duties of a successor include tak-
ing charge of the deceased’s estate, settling his/her outstanding debts, and seeing to it that whatever
property remains in the estate after the debts are settled is distributed according to the will, if there

3Public Records and Administrative Archives Department, Kumasi, Ghana (PRAAD) AB1C, Asantehene’s Divisional
Court Record Book, vol. 54, Akwasi Kumah v. Abena Bimpeh, 14–19 Apr. 1951.

4W. Tordoff, Ashanti under the Prempehs, 1888–1935 (London, 1965), 322–3.
5See note 13 below.
6W. Hailey, Native Administration in the British African Territories, Part III: West Africa; Nigeria, Gold Coast, Sierra Leone,

Gambia (London, 1951).
7Although the date of Kofi Wuo’s death is not mentioned in the court transcript, the records suggest that several issues of

chiefly succession in Amoaful had to be resolved before his estate was settled. It seems likely therefore that he had died some
time before Akwasi Kumah v. Abena Bimpeh was heard in court.

8PRAAD A1BC, Akwasi Kumah v. Abena Bimpeh, 15–17 Apr. 1951. There is no evidence in the lengthy transcript of the
case that any of the litigants was represented by counsel. Both they and their witnesses were cross-examined ‘by the court’.

9S. Berry, Chiefs Know Their Boundaries: Essays on Property, Power and the Past in Asante, 1896–1996 (Portsmouth, NH,
2001), 113–14.
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is one, or managed on behalf of the family if there is not. The successor takes charge of the prop-
erties in the deceased’s estate but does not own them: his duty is to see that they are used for the
benefit of the family. He (or occasionally she) was also expected to mediate disputes among the sur-
vivors, including arguments over which of any aspiring heirs were entitled to share in the estate.
Unsurprisingly, this arrangement gave rise to frequent, sometimes heated, discussions over who
belonged to the family and who was entitled to benefit from the deceased’s estate.10

The ‘family’ who inherited a dead person’s property consisted of the kin, not the conjugal family,
of the deceased. In Asante, descent was reckoned matrilineally: neither the wives nor the children of a
deceased man had any claim on his estate and were liable to be turned out of the conjugal home by
the dead man’s relatives. A woman who had helped develop her husband’s tree farm(s) or other prop-
erties could also lose any claim to the fruits of her labor, unless the husband’s kin chose to give her
something in recognition of her services. In principle, a widow would be cared for by her natal family
but, if her family did not provide for her, she could end up destitute or dependent on her children.

Children inherited from their mother’s brothers, rather than their biological fathers. A man
could, of course, gift property to his wives and children while he was still alive — a practice that
became increasingly common in the twentieth century — but the family might decide to challenge
the validity of such a gift, forcing the widow and children to go to court to try to prove their case. In
response to growing public complaints about the injustice of this system, in 1985 the then-military
regime headed by Jerry Rawlings promulgated a new Law on Intestate Succession (PNDC Law 111),
which mandated that when a person died intestate, the conjugal house, chattels, and the majority of
the estate would pass to the surviving spouse and children of the deceased.11

While most analysts agree that PNDC Law 111 has mitigated the problem of spousal dispossession,
it applies only to property that the deceased acquired through his/her own effort — not to property
held collectively by his or her family. To increase their share of the estate, the surviving kin could (and
often did) claim that assets held by the deceased were family (not self-acquired) property and were
therefore exempt from PNDC Law 111. To protect their wives and children from lengthy disputes,
a number of men wrote wills or made gifts inter vivos, assigning most of their property to their
surviving spouse and children, but taking care to set aside a portion ‘for the family’.12

Disputes over inheritance provide a window into family politics, revealing the strategies that peo-
ple used to protect or advance their interests vis-à-vis those of their relatives and giving glimpses
into the legal, economic, and social conditions that drove and limited their efforts. As a number
of historians and other scholars have shown, the British officials who took power in Asante at
the turn of the twentieth century passed laws abolishing slavery and human pawning in 1908,
but held off moving vigorously to enforce them for fear of disrupting economic activity, especially
export crop production, or provoking unrest.13 Though legally free, many slaves remained with their
masters’ families for both practical and emotional reasons. Ostensibly absorbed into their parents’
former owners’ families — a process reinforced by the widely accepted convention that one did not
speak of another’s origins — the subordinate status of slaves’ descendants lingered in memory and,
in some cases, practice. People’s claims on family resources were complicated by histories of slave
descent. Scholarly generalizations to the effect that, under customary law, slaves’ descendants could
inherit property from members of their adoptive families gloss over the messy process of
case-by-case debate through which customary law governed social practice.14

10Council on Law Reporting, Accra, Court of Appeal, 22/2003.
11Berry, Chiefs Know Their Boundaries, 112–14.
12Ibid. 112–13.
13R. Dumett and M. Johnson, ‘Britain and the suppression of the slave trade in the Gold Coast Colony, Asante and the

Northern Territories’, in S. Miers and R. Roberts (eds.), The End of Slavery in Africa (Madison, 1988); G. Austin, Land,
Labour and Capital in Ghana: From Slavery to Free Labour in Asante, 1807–1956 (Rochester, NY, 2005), ch. 11.

14As the case between Akwasi Kumah and Abena Bimpeh illustrates, Asante custom was anything but stable. Intended as a
definitive compendium of customary law, R. S. Rattray’s Ashanti Law and Constitution (Oxford, 1929) was rejected by

The Journal of African History 273

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002185372100027X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002185372100027X


The trial

At the time of his death, Kofi Wuo occupied the stool (i.e., held the office) of ⊃kyeame (‘linguist’) to
the chief of Amoaful, and the first order of business after he died was to appoint a new ⊃kyeame.15

A man called Kojo Tano was named to succeed him. After some procedural delays, Kojo Tano was
summoned to Amoaful to be installed as ⊃kyeame. The ceremonies proceeded, apparently without
incident, until Kojo Tano asked for the late Kofi Wuo’s cocoa farms in addition to the insignia of his
office. Led by two brothers — Kwaku Kumah and Akwasi Kumah — the men from Kofi Wuo’s
household refused to turn over the farms, explaining that since Kofi Wuo had developed the
farms by his own effort rather than receiving them from the stool, they were his personal property,
not the property of the stool.16 Frustrated, Kojo Tano left Amoaful in a huff, surrendering the
⊃kyeame stool as well as his claim to the farms, and returned to his home village.

Not long after these events, a woman named Abena Bimpeh applied for letters of administration
to Kofi Wuo’s estate. The date of her application is not recorded, but she had supported Kojo Tano
in his bid for Kofi Wuo’s cocoa farms, and it seems likely that she sought the letters of administra-
tion after Kojo Tano had abandoned his claim. Charging that Abena Bimpeh was not entitled to
share in— let alone administer— Kofi Wuo’s estate, Akwasi Kumah countersued on behalf of him-
self and his brothers (see Fig. 1). In April 1951, the case was heard in the asantehene’s B1 Court by a
panel of three senior Asante chiefs, led by Kenyasehene Barima Owusu Agyeman III.17 For three
days, the court heard testimony from the plaintiff, the defendant, and eight witnesses concerning
the litigants’ ties to Kofi Wuo’s family, the history of their interactions with the deceased, and
the legitimacy of their respective claims to his property.

The dispute over Kofi Wuo’s estate turned on legacies of slavery and pawning. Outlawed for sev-
eral decades by the 1950s, slavery and pawning had come to be looked on as shameful features of a
bygone era. In Asante it was considered an offense to speak of another’s origins, lest it suggest that
the person spoken of was of slave descent. While discussion of slavery faded over time, as slaves’
descendants were absorbed into their owners’ families and people refrained from speaking of

colonial administrators almost as soon as it was written. The book continued, however, to influence both popular and judicial
understandings of customary law long after the end of colonial rule. S. Berry, ‘Unsettled accounts: stool debts, chieftaincy
disputes and the question of Asante constitutionalism’, The Journal of African History, 39:1 (1998), 1–24; Berry, Chiefs
Know Their Boundaries, 110–14.

15Amoaful may be an alternative spelling for Amoafo, a small town near Bekwai. To avoid confusion, I have used the name
as it is spelled in the original record of the trial. For the location of Amoafo, see G. Austin, ‘The emergence of capitalist rela-
tions in south Asante cocoa-farming, c. 1916–1930’, The Journal of African History, 28:2 (1987), 261. Akyeame (sing.
⊃kyeame) serve as public spokesmen for a chief, announcing and explaining the chief’s decisions in public. K. Yankah,
Speaking for the Chief: Okyeame and the Politics of Akan Oratory (Bloomington, IN, 1995); I. Wilks, Forests of Gold:
Essays on the Akan and the Kingdom of Asante (Athens, OH, 1993).

16In court, Akwasi Kumah added that he refused to give Kojo Tano the farms because Kojo Tano and his associates in
Akyem had rebuffed an earlier appeal to help Kofi Wuo manage a large debt.

17Based on the colonial policy of indirect rule, the judicial system in Asante was organized on two parallel tracks: one
following British and colonial statutes, the other customary law. The courts were reorganized several times during the colonial
era as indirect rule took hold in Asante. Following Britain’s annexation of Asante in 1902, most judicial cases were heard and
decided by the District Commissioners, with appellate jurisdiction held by the chief commissioner of Asante. Native
Tribunals had jurisdiction over civil cases under £100. After the exiled asantehene was repatriated in 1923 and given the
title of kumasihene a few years later, the Native Courts were reorganized as the kumasihene’s Native Tribunal and
Kumasi Divisional (‘Clan’) Courts, and their jurisdiction was expanded. Following the ‘restoration’ of the Asante monarchy
in 1935, the asantehene and senior chiefs of the kingdom presided over four tiers of Native Courts, A through D. Elevated to
paramount status, chiefs of the various Asante divisions had their own courts as well — a structure that remained in place
until 1960, when Nkrumah’s government modernized the judiciary by stripping traditional leaders of their judicial authority.
Hailey, Native Administration III, 243–7; K. A. Busia, The Position of the Chief in the Modern Political System of Ashanti
(London, 1968), 141–4.

Barima Owusu Agyeman III was first appointed to the Kenyase stool in the late 1940s. After being forced to abdicate in
1952, he studied public administration in both Ghana and Britain, then worked in Ghana until he was reenstooled in 1979.
He was still on the stool when I interviewed him in 1993. Berry, Chiefs Know Their Boundaries, 130.
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their past, memories lingered.18 Human pawning was also increasingly relegated to the past, both
rhetorically and in practice. To disguise the practice from colonial authorities, creditors and debtors
spoke of pawning as marriage: money loaned in exchange for a girl or woman as collateral was dis-
guised as ‘bridewealth’. As the cocoa economy expanded, cocoa farms increasingly replaced people
as collateral for loans. It is striking, therefore, that in the dispute over Kofi Wuo’s estate, Akwasi
Kumah not only spoke openly of his mother’s enslavement but based his case on the fact of his
slave descent. His opponent, on the other hand, ignored claims that her grandmother had entered
the family as a pawn, insisting that she, Abena Bimpeh, was Kofi Wuo’s ‘niece’.

Plaintiff and defendant articulated their positions differently, but both claimed to be ‘of the same
family’ as the deceased. Their stories, in turn, raise questions about the meaning of ‘family’ and
family membership, and their significance for relations of property. Who ‘belonged’ to Kofi
Wuo’s (or any Asante) family, on what terms, and what did different modes of familial belonging
mean for individuals’ claims on one another and on the property of family members? While a single
case is certainly no grounds for drawing general conclusions, the kinds of information that
the court, the litigants, and their witnesses deemed relevant for determining family belonging illus-
trate some of the ways Asantes understood and argued about the meaning of ‘family’ and familial
entitlements on the eve of independence from colonial rule.

The case for Abena Bimpeh, defendant

In presenting her case to the court, Abena Bimpeh asserted that she was related to Kofi Wuo ‘on the
maternal side’. She and Kofi Wuo shared a common ancestress, she said — a woman named

Figure 1. Kofi Wuo’s family.*
* Persons named in the court transcript. At no point in the trial did anyone ask for or provide a complete list of family members, living
or dead.
** Child of Attah Kojo, referred to in the court transcript as a pledge (i.e., a pawn).

18I. Wilks, Asante in the 19th Century: The Structure and Evolution of a Political Order (New York, 1975), 81. See also
T. C. McCaskie, State and Society in Pre-colonial Asante (Cambridge, 2002); Austin, Land, Labour and Capital.
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Bombo. According to Abena Bimpeh, Bombo had given birth to several daughters: one, Ama
Dapaa, was Abena Bimpeh’s grandmother; another, Afrasu, was Kofi Wuo’s mother. Thus,
Abena Bimpeh explained to the court, she was Kofi Wuo’s niece. Initially, Abena Bimpeh told
the court that she was Kofi Wuo’s ‘only’ surviving maternal relative, but under questioning she
admitted that one of Bombo’s granddaughters (Abena Kwabena) was still alive.

If so, the court wanted to know, wasn’t Abena Kwabena senior to Abena Bimpeh, and shouldn’t
she be the one to contest Kofi Wuo’s estate? Abena Bimpeh replied that she had been asked by her
aunt (Abena Kwabena) to represent her in the case. Pressed by the court for further evidence, she
admitted that Abena Kwabena had not given her a formal power of attorney. She added, however,
that she (rather than her aunt) was the proper person to administer her uncle’s estate because her
grandmother (Ama Dapaa) was senior to Bombo’s other daughters.

If the judges harbored misgivings about Abena Bimpeh’s testimony, their doubts were not allayed
by her witnesses.19 The first defense witness (hereinafter DW1), a farmer from Amoaful, repeated
Abena Bimpeh’s claim that she was a descendant of Kofi Wuo’s grandmother, but then muddied
the waters by adding that Kofi Wuo had no surviving kin when he died. The second witness
(DW2), the odikro (head of the village) of Kofi Wuo’s hometown Adumasu, also denied that
Kofi Wuo had any surviving lineal successor, but then appeared to contradict himself by asserting
that ‘Kofi Wuo had relatives’ at the time of his death. Challenged by the court, he dug in his heels:

Odikro: [W]hat Ama Safuwa [DW1] said was correct.
Court: So you mean to say that what you said was false?
Odikro: No.20

The presiding judge was not sympathetic. ‘The Odikro should have known all about this case’, he
scolded,

because he is the odikro of the town and also a member of the Agona family, but his failure to
impress me with the Defendant’s geneaological [sic] tree connecting Kofi Wuo’s, gives room to
doubt in the Defendant’s flimsy claim as being the only surviving niece of Kofi Wuo. She only
stated that he came and met the Defendant’s mother (Yaa Bonsu) in the house of Attah Kojo,
this is not a conducive evidence to be believed by me.21

Notwithstanding the judge’s irritation, for the historian the apparent contradictions in the
odikro’s testimony are suggestive. Rather than a straightforward case of perjury, the odikro’s testi-
mony suggests that Asantes understood the term ‘family’ in more than one way — distinctions
that may have been lost in translation.22 In the English transcript of the trial, both litigants and

19Plaintiff and defendant each called four witnesses. The plaintiff’s witnesses included Kofi Adudwabo, a subchief to the
Amoafulhene (PW1); Osei Kwamu, the recently installed amoafulhene (PW2); Efua Bombo, a daughter of Attah Kojo (PW3);
and William Kojo Appiah, who described himself as a registrar from Kumasi (PW4). Testifying on behalf of the defendant
were Ama Safuwa, a farmer (DW1); Kwaku Bekui, the odikro of Adumasu (DW2); Kwabena Nkansa, a linguist to the amoa-
fulhene, who denied that his stool had ever pledged the defendant’s ancestors (i.e., Ama Dapaa or Yaa Bonsu) to Kofi Wuo’s
ancestors (DW3); and Kwabena Ampontua, a son of Kofi Wuo who lived at Kumasi where he worked as a fitter (mechanic)
(DW4).

20PRAAD AB1C, Akwasi Kumah v. Abena Bimpeh, 14–19 Apr. 1951, 130.
21Ibid. 135–6.
22The court record of the trial was written in English, but it is likely that the litigants and most of the witnesses gave tes-

timony in Twi, which was then translated by a court interpreter and written down in English to be accessible to colonial
officials. Courtroom translations were still in use forty years after independence. In the mid-1990s and early 2000s, I was
present at a number of hearings in the High Court of Kumasi in which Twi-speaking litigants and witnesses represented
by Twi-speaking lawyers testified in Twi before Twi-speaking judges; then waited while their words were translated into
English by a court interpreter and written down long-hand in English by the judge. The judge then asked questions in
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witnesses (or their court interpreters) used ‘family’ to refer, variously, to residents of a household, to
people related to each other ‘in the maternal line’, and to one or more of the seven or eight dispersed
matrilineal clans (ato η) that comprise Asante society as a whole.23 Thus, when the odikro testified
that Attah Kojo called Abena Bimpeh’s mother (Yaa Bonsu) ‘niece’ because ‘they were all of one
family’, he did not necessarily mean that she was Attah Kojo’s uterine sister’s child.

In countering the testimony of the defendant and her witnesses, Akwasi Kumah and his witnesses
flatly denied that Abena Bimpeh was a member of Kofi Wuo’s matrilineage: ‘She was nothing to Kofi
Wuo.’ According to Akwasi Kumah’s first witness (PW1), Abena Bimpeh’s grandmother, Ama
Dapaa, had been pledged to Kofi Wuo’s grandfather, Abreabri, for £6.24 (Asked when this had hap-
pened, PW1 replied that he ‘could not know’ because it happened before he was born. Since he gave
his own age as ‘about 83’, this would place Ama Dapaa in Abreabri’s household sometime before
1868). Evidently, her family had not redeemed her, because she was still living with Abreabri’s des-
cendants when she died circa 1908. In response to questions, PW1 admitted that Kofi Wuo’s grand-
father had arranged the burial of Ama Dapaa but explained that he did so only because ‘her family
were informed, but nobody [from her family] attended the funeral.’25 In this case, then, the fact that
Attah Kojo took responsibility for Ama Dapaa’s burial was taken to mean only that she lived in his
household — not that she was a blood member of his matrilineal family.26

After Ama Dapaa died, her daughter Yaa Bonsu continued to live in Kofi Wuo’s household,
remaining there until she died in 1939.27 Abena Bimpeh’s father then took her to his home in
Ejisu, where she lived until she was an adult. Later, she returned to Kofi Wuo’s household, but con-
tinued to travel back and forth between Adumasu and Ejisu. According to Efua Bombo, a sister of
the plaintiff who testified on his behalf, Abena Bimpeh had married ‘more than five husbands’,

English that were translated into Twi for the benefit of the litigants and their witnesses.
By coincidence, I was present during initial testimony in the trial of a Chinese merchant accused of using forged invoices

to inflate the cost of imported goods. To ensure that the accused understood the charges and had a chance to defend himself,
the court provided a Ghanaian interpreter who translated nimbly between English, Twi, and Chinese. I am grateful to High
Court Justices Sekyere Owusu and Rose Owusu (no relation) for permitting me to observe proceedings in their courtrooms.

23Membership in one or another of the dispersed Akan matriclans (ato η, sing. nto η) was itself a subject of debate. In his
opening testimony, Akwasi Kumah stated that ‘the Akyeame stool is from the Agona family.’ But the defendant’s first witness
(DW1) testified that Kojo Tano and the people from Akyem were Ekuona, and that ‘they are the real royals of the Akyeame
stool of Amoaful’. DW1 also stated that the defendant and her aunt, Abena Kwabena, ‘are only from the same “nto η,” but not
from the maternal side’. PRAAD AB1C, Akwasi Kumah v. Abena Bimpeh, 14–19 Apr. 1951, 96, 126, 125. See also Wilks,
Forests of Gold, 67–71,78–82.

24As everyone present at the trial would have known, a pledge (or pawn) was a form of collateral — an asset turned over
from a borrower to a creditor, to use until the borrower repaid the loan and redeemed the pledge. A human pledge was
expected to work for the creditor until the loan was repaid. The pledge’s labor served as interest on the loan and sometimes
counted toward repayment of the principal as well. If a female pawn bore a child while in the creditor’s household, the child
joined its mother as a servant there. If the mother was redeemed, the child accompanied the mother back to her own family.
If the debt was not repaid, the pawn and her descendants remained indefinitely, becoming lifetime subordinates in the cred-
itor’s household. The British administration outlawed human pledging in Asante in 1908, but the practice ‘continued in
secret’ for many years. A. Y. Kyerematen, Inter-state Boundary Litigation in Ashanti (Cambridge, 1972), 110; Rattray,
Ashanti Law, 52. For a general discussion of pawning in Asante, see G. Austin, ‘Human pawning in Asante, 1820–1950:
markets and coercion, gender and cocoa’, in T. Falola and P. Lovejoy (eds.) Pawnship, Slavery, and Colonialism in Africa
(Trenton, NJ, 2003), 187–224.

25PRAAD AB1C, Akwasi Kumah v. Abena Bimpeh, 14–19 Apr. 1951, 106.
26Other testimony in the trial indicates that taking responsibility for someone’s burial could be taken as evidence of blood

kinship. See note 31 below.
27Some witnesses said that Abena Bimpeh’s mother, Yaa Bonsu, was pledged to Attah Kojo for £6, but did not explain

whether this was a separate transaction or whether she simply inherited her mother’s position in the house. After the
British administration ‘restored’ the Asante confederacy in 1935, Yaa Bonsu and her daughter, Abena Bimpeh, announced
that they wished to return to ‘their people’ in Adadaase. Kofi Wuo reported their wish to the amoafulhene and his elders, but
Yaa Bonsu died before the chiefs responded to her request. Court records do not state whether Yaa Bonsu and her daughter
needed permission from the chiefs to leave Amoaful because no one had come to repay the debt for which they were pledged
in the first place.
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including a son of Kofi Wuo. Why Efua Bombo chose to bring this information to the court’s atten-
tion is not clear. Under the rules of matrilineal descent, it had no bearing on Abena Bimpeh’s claims
to Kofi Wuo’s estate, and the judges did not pursue it in examining the witness nor did they men-
tion it in their rulings.

For the court, the main questions to be answered were (1) whether Kofi Wuo had any living matri-
lineal relatives to inherit his possessions after he died, and (2) if not, who was entitled to his estate?
Since Kofi Wuo’s siblings had all died before he did, and since Kojo Tano — whom Abena Bimpeh
called ‘uncle’ — had relinquished Kofi Wuo’s traditional office after it became clear that holding the
office would not give him a claim to Kofi Wuo’s cocoa farms, Abena Bimpeh evidently saw an oppor-
tunity to step into a genealogical vacuum. During the trial, she stated repeatedly that her grandmother
and Kofi Wuo’s mother were sisters and that she was Kofi Wuo’s niece.

The case for Akwasi Kumah, plaintiff

In ruling on the case, the judges focused on the credibility of the litigants and their witnesses, while
avoiding making any pronouncement on matters of principle or custom. Citing inconsistencies and
outright contradictions in the testimony of the defendant and her witnesses, they set aside her claim
to be a member of Kofi Wuo’s matrilineal family and ruled in favor of the plaintiff.

But Akwasi Kumah and his brothers were not members of Kofi Wuo’s matrilineal family either.
In presenting his case to the chiefs’ court, Akwasi Kumah opened his testimony as follows:

My father Attah Kojo went to the N.T.’s [Northern Territories] with his nephew Kofi Wuo. My
said father bought 10 slaves 5 were male and the other 5 female. My father married 2 of the
female slaves which my mother Abena Kumah was one. He gave one also to his nephew Kofi
Wuo, another one to his brother Yaw Tawiah, and the remaining one to his subject Kojo
Panin. At times I used to ask my father the relation between him and the defendant’s mother
called Yaa Bonsu. He replied that he was a member of Agona family while Yaa Bonsu was also
from Bretuo family, therefore she was nothing to him.28

‘My father made me to understand’, Akwasi Kumah added, ‘that Yaa Bonsu was pledged to his
uncle Abreabri . . . and that was why Yaa Bonsu was in the house.’29

Notwithstanding the Asante taboo against speaking of a person’s slave ancestry, Akwasi Kumah
made no attempt to soft-pedal his own origins. Throughout the trial he referred to himself and his
siblings as ‘the slaves’. Ordinarily it was considered extremely offensive, even legally actionable, to
speak of a person’s slave ancestry, but such information was remembered and sometimes invoked as
a deliberate insult or whispered to discredit a person behind her back.30 In Akwasi Kumah’s case, how-
ever, his very public declaration of slave ancestry — made in a judicial hearing, no less — appears to
have been an intentional appeal to ‘customary’ rules (or at least common practices) of succession.

No matter how closely they were integrated into their masters’ domestic establishments, however,
slaves remained vulnerable: they could be pawned, sold, or severely punished if they disobeyed their
master’s commands.31 But they also had some rights. Slaves could own property, including slaves.
Moreover, if an Asante died without living matrilineal kin to succeed him or her, the slaves in the
house could inherit the property that s/he left behind.32 As children of a man in Kofi Wuo’s family,
Akwasi Kumah and his brothers had no lineal claim to Kofi Wuo’s property. On the other hand,
customary practice provided a clear path to Kofi Wuo’s wealth — if only they could count on it.

28PRAAD AB1C, Akwasi Kumah v. Abena Bimpeh, 14–19 Apr. 1951, 96.
29Ibid.
30McCaskie, State and Society, 199.
31Austin, Land, Labour and Capital, 117–19, 193–5, 199–200.
32Rattray, Ashanti Law, 39–44.
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But custom could be read in more than one way. Frequently repeated in court testimonies, offi-
cial documents, and daily conversations, the claim that things had been this way ‘from time imme-
morial’ was an expression of hope rather than a demonstrable fact. Perhaps in recognition of the
risks associated with resting their cases entirely on custom, at the trial both Akwasi Kumah and
Abena Bimpeh took care to offer additional grounds to support their claims to Kofi Wuo’s estate.

Beyond kinship

The late Kofi Wuo was not a poor man. One witness described him as ‘a great trader’. Others testi-
fied that he owned two houses and at least one motor vehicle, along with two cocoa farms that were
yielding income at the time of his death. Disputes over the property of an Asante who had died
intestate were not unusual during the colonial period or afterwards. What is striking about this
case is that not only the assets in dispute, but also the people disputing them, were forms of prop-
erty. As explained above, the plaintiff and his brothers were sons of a woman whom Kofi Wuo’s
uncle had purchased as a slave; the defendant was said (by the plaintiff and his witnesses) to be
the granddaughter of a woman who had been given to the family as collateral in exchange for a
loan. In effect, the question before the court was not which material properties were included in
Kofi Wuo’s estate (apart from the cocoa farms, these were never enumerated or questioned during
the trial), but which human properties were entitled to inherit them?

Whether or not one chooses to believe Abena Bimpeh’s claim that she was a blood relative of
Kofi Wuo and therefore a matrilineal heir whose claims should take precedence over Akwasi
Kumah’s, the latter’s frank admission that he and his brothers were slaves — a social status the
British had outlawed half a century earlier— points to the unsettled meanings of family and belong-
ing in Ghana on the eve of independence. As African intellectuals and politicians, departing British
officials, and soon-to-be citizens of Ghana wrestled with the issue of how to build an independent
nation that was both modern and authentically African, questions inevitably arose about what inde-
pendence might mean for individuals’ ties with and responsibilities toward one another, as well as
toward the new nation.

While the issue of belonging was never raised explicitly at the trial, the litigants’ testimonies sug-
gest that they saw a need to adduce multiple kinds of evidence to buttress their claims. The ‘slaves’
in particular did not rest their case entirely on the history of their forebears’ actions but added
detailed accounts of their own contributions both to the wealth of the deceased and to his family’s
reputation.

Performing his funeral

Having put to rest Kojo Tano’s attempt to parlay his succession to the ⊃kyeame stool into a claim
on the deceased ⊃kyeame’s property — in particular, his cocoa farms — the Kumah brothers’ next
move was to demonstrate their commitment to Kofi Wuo’s family, and by implication their claims
to authority and entitlement within it, by taking control of his funeral. As a number of observers
have commented, an Asante funeral is an occasion for public commentary and display.33

33The literature on Asante funerals is extensive. See, e.g., S. van der Geest, ‘Yebisa wo fie: growing old and building a house
in the Akan culture of Ghana’, Journal of Cross-cultural Gerontology, 13 (1998), 333–59; S. van der Geest, ‘Funerals for the
living: conversations with elderly people in Kwahu, Ghana’, African Studies Review, 43:3 (2000), 103–29; M. de Witte, Long
Live the Dead! Changing Funeral Celebrations in Asante, Ghana (Amsterdam, 2001); K. Arhin, ‘The economic implications of
transformations in Akan funeral rites’, Africa, 64:3 (1994), 307–22; K. Arhin, ‘Monetization and the Asante state’, in J. Guyer
(ed.), Money Matters: Instability, Values and Social Payments in the Modern History of West African Communities
(Portsmouth, NH, 1995), 97–110. Burial may also establish a person’s social identity, defined by membership in a community
as well as a family. Both are issues of potentially great complexity, as Michelle Gilbert explained so well; see M. Gilbert, ‘The
sudden death of a millionaire: conversion and consensus in a Ghanaian kingdom’, Africa, 58:3 (1998), 291–314.
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Burying the dead is an honor but also an obligation: the pageantry and opulence of the funeral
reflect on the stature and accomplishments of the family who perform the ceremonies as well as
on the deceased. A funeral is also an occasion for political maneuvering within the family, as people
vie for personal reputation and status as well as portions of the deceased’s estate. The widely
accepted view that the successor is responsible for burying the deceased, at his own expense if
necessary, implies that people who do not contribute to funeral expenses are not members of the
deceased’s family and therefore not eligible to succeed.34

Taking or denying responsibility for a funeral thus serves as a signal of social belonging. As one
of the presiding judges remarked in his ruling, the fact that Kofi Wuo’s burial was performed by the
town odikro and his family’s slaves implied that there were no surviving matrilineal relatives to bury
or succeed him when he died. By refusing to let Abena Bimpeh contribute to Kofi Wuo’s funeral
expenses, the Kumah brothers weakened her claim to be Kofi Wuo’s ‘niece’ and therefore entitled to
succeed him or share in his estate.

In a further blow to Abena Bimpeh’s case, since ‘no one [from their natal family] came to bury’
either her mother, Yaa Bonsu, or her grandmother, Ama Dapaa, it fell to the family who held them
as collateral to take responsibility for the job. That they did so with apparent reluctance suggests
that, no matter how much the women’s labor and fertility had contributed to the family during
their years of service, as pawns they were of little consequence to the family that held them. For
their part, Yaa Bonsu and her daughter were apparently eager to end the relationship. When the
colonial regime solemnly proclaimed the ‘restoration’ of the Asante monarchy, the women
announced that they intended to return to their hometown — hoping perhaps that the restoration
would free Asantes from obligations they incurred during the now obsolete interregnum when
Asante was ruled directly by the colonial state. For the administration, however, the restoration
was intended not to liberate Asantes from colonial rule, but to reaffirm and stabilize the colonial
state’s authority over them by attaching it to the time-honored institution of the Asante monarchy.

In the event, neither Asante chiefs nor British administrators stepped up their efforts to liberate
pawns or others of servile status after the restoration. However boldly Yaa Bonsu and her daughter
declared their intention to take advantage of the restoration by, in effect, writing off their relatives’
debt to Kofi Wuo’s family and returning to their hometown, evidence given at the trial makes it
clear that they were not free to leave until they received permission from the chiefs of Amoaful.
They were still waiting in 1939 when Yaa Bonsu died. Since Abena Bimpeh was still living in
Kofi Wuo’s household twelve years later, it appears that the chiefs simply shelved Yaa Bonsu’s
request after she died.35 Unsurprisingly, Abena Bimpeh made no mention of these events when
she laid claim to her ‘uncle’ Kofi Wuo’s estate.

Contributing to his estate

Taking responsibility for a family member’s funeral expenses placed a significant financial
burden on the individual(s) who paid, but it also strengthened their claims both to membership
in the deceased’s family and to his estate. Celebrating the funeral of a family member was not
only an occasion for putting the family’s prestige and resources on display and confirming its
membership. Managing its debts — both those incurred for the funeral and any outstanding
debts of the deceased — also served to constitute and redefine relationships among family members
and their standing in the wider community.

34The successor or executor of a deceased person’s estate is responsible for burying the deceased at his own expense (unless
members of the family offer to chip in), clearing the estate of all liabilities including outstanding debts, and distributing the
assets among eligible heirs. S. Azu Crabbe, Law of Wills in Ghana (Accra, 1961); Kumasi High Court CS64/2003. As this case
shows, however, performing someone’s funeral implies family membership, but not necessarily blood kinship. Customary
office holders — in this case the odikro — may also participate, whether or not the deceased was a member of their family.

35PRAAD AB1C, Akwasi Kumah v. Abena Bimpeh, 14–19 Apr. 1951, 99.
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Some years before he died, Kofi Wuo incurred a debt of £2,000 after a motor vehicle he owned
was involved in a serious accident. Unable to come up with such a large amount, he appealed first to
the chiefs of Amoaful, then to his kinsmen, for help in defraying the debt. Rather than offer money,
they advised Kofi Wuo to mortgage some of his property— which in this case meant his slaves. The
women were pledged to their husbands, raising £1,000 for their master, and the men and children
‘stood surety’ for another £1,000. The slaves may not have had much choice in the matter, but the
Kumah brothers evidently saw it as an opportunity. By offering themselves as collateral to secure
their master’s debt, they demonstrated their claim to belong to the family — as contributing mem-
bers as well as possessions. In contrast, Akwasi Kumah emphasized, Abena Bimpeh had not been
asked to contribute since ‘she is nothing to Kofi Wuo’.

The loan raised by pledging the family’s slaves did not clear Kofi Wuo’s debt but transferred it to
the male slaves and those of his relatives who now held their slave wives in pawn. To pay off the
loans and redeem the pawned slaves, Kofi Wuo was advised to establish two cocoa farms and
use their proceeds to repay the debt. Again, the slaves enabled him to do this. Some of the male
slaves provided labor to clear, plant, and take care of the farms. ‘[B]ecause we are drivers’,
Akwasi Kumah explained to the court, he and his brother Kwaku Kumah did not perform manual
labor on the farms but contributed money to hire laborers for the job. The women slaves also helped
out, planting food crops among the cocoa seedlings to shade the young trees and feed the household
while the trees matured. Again, Abena Bimpeh was not asked to contribute.

The family incurred an additional debt of £300 to pay for Kofi Wuo’s funeral. Receiving only £80
in donations from guests at the funeral, the slaves paid the balance. Seeking, apparently, to take
full credit for these contributions to demonstrate their ‘belonging’ to the family, Kwaku Kumah,
the eldest among the slaves, ‘would not allow the debt to be shared’.

Family property, reprise

While the connection was not made explicit in testimony given before the court, the Kumah
brothers’ insistence on taking full responsibility for Kofi Wuo’s debts and the costs of his
funeral point to further power struggles going on beneath the surface of the dispute over his
estate. Initially, it will be recalled — before steps were taken to celebrate the funeral or distribute
the estate — the chiefs of Amoaful had selected a man named Kojo Tano to succeed Kofi Wuo
as ⊃kyeame (‘linguist’) to the chief of Amoaful.

At the time, the Amoaful stool was empty, so Kojo Tano’s formal installation was postponed
until a new amoafulhene had been selected and installed. When the new chief invited Kojo Tano
to come to Amoaful to ‘receive the properties’ of the ⊃kyeame stool, he arrived accompanied by
a group of people from his home area of Akyem. Neither Kofi Wuo’s sons nor his slaves objected
to Kojo Tano’s succession to the stool, but they refused to hand over Kofi Wuo’s cocoa farms,
explaining that the farms were Kofi Wuo’s personal property and did not belong to the ⊃kyeame
stool. Disappointed, Kojo Tano filed suit against the brothers in the asantehene’s court, but nine
days later he abruptly withdrew the suit, abdicated the ⊃kyeame stool, and returned to Akyem.
Kwaku Kumah then gave the stool to his own nephew.36

At first reading, the story of Kojo Tano and the Akyems seems peripheral to the conflict between
Abena Bimpeh and the Kumah brothers over Kofi Wuo’s property, but further reflection suggests
that there was more to this sideshow than meets the eye. Both Abena Bimpeh’s mother, Yaa Bonsu,
and her grandmother, Ama Dapaa, had been pledged to Kofi Wuo’s uncle by someone in the house
of Nkansa — a man who, like Kofi Wuo, was a linguist to the chief of Amoaful. Kojo Tano also
belonged to Nkansa’s house. Did the hasty selection of Kojo Tano to take the late Kofi Wuo’s office

36Presumably the amoafulhene approved Kwaku Kumah’s decision to assign the ⊃kyeame stool to his own nephew, but the
court transcript does not mention it.
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represent an effort by Nkansa’s family to demonstrate their ties to Kofi Wuo’s family and lay claim
to his estate? If so, their ploy was not successful. Kojo Tano and other members of Nkansa’s family
reappeared at the funeral, but court records do not state whether they made another attempt to
claim part of the estate by offering to pay part of the funeral debt. If they did, Akwasi Kumah’s
testimony that his brother ‘would not allow the debt to be shared’ suggests that they were rebuffed.

Conclusion

In evidence presented during the trial, Akwasi Kumah’s position seems clear: as the sons of a senior
man in Kofi Wuo’s family and a female slave, he and his brothers had a customary right to inherit
Kofi Wuo’s wealth if there were no surviving kin to succeed him. To buttress their claim to family
membership, the Kumah brothers and their witnesses gave detailed accounts of their contributions
both to Kofi Wuo’s estate and to his family’s prestige. As sons of a slave, they belonged to their
masters’ family, but they had also contributed financially and materially to Kofi Wuo’s wealth,
defrayed his debts, and sustained his family’s reputation. In effect, they had not only inherited a
place in the family but had also invested in its social and material wealth and, by doing so, strength-
ened their own claims to its resources.37

As presented in the trial, Abena Bimpeh’s position was more precarious. Although the judges
rejected her claim largely because of inconsistencies and contradictions in her witnesses’ testimony,
for the social historian, the uneven quality of her testimony in court is less significant than the lacu-
nae in both her own and her opponents’ accounts of her relationship to the deceased. Was she a
kinswoman of Kojo Tano? Was he a rival of Kofi Wuo in the amoafulhene’s court? What were
the implications and uncertainties of her position as the descendant of a pledge to Kofi Wuo’s fore-
bears? Students of the history of debt and subordination in Asante and elsewhere in West Africa
argue that while pawns were certainly subject to exploitation, they were in a better position than
slaves because they had someone to redeem them, whereas slaves did not.38 If, however, a debtor
were unable or chose not to repay the debt, the pawn remained in possession of the creditor. If
Abena Bimpeh felt that she needed to lie about her relationship to Kofi Wuo, her status as an unre-
deemed pawn apparently left her with less leverage vis-à-vis her master’s family than that of the
slaves who invoked their inferior status to make their case.

While a single case does not prove a rule, it can provide insights into larger patterns of social
change. Here I briefly list three that are illustrated by this dispute. First, what kinds of complications
underlie Wilks’ claim that slaves were ‘rapid[ly] assimilate[d]’ in Asante after the British outlawed
slavery in 1908?39 Given the widely cited Asante prohibition against speaking of a person’s slave
ancestry, it is difficult to disentangle intentional social action from mere silence, leaving the full
meaning of ‘assimilation’ uncertain.

Second, the English word ‘belonging’ refers both to social inclusion and to ownership or posses-
sion — meanings usually construed as separate from or even antithetical to each other. The story of
Kofi Wuo’s legacy suggests, however, that the line between inclusion and possession was blurred
and remained so in practice long after both slavery and human pawning were legally abolished.
Rather than insist on treating family membership and family property as legally and morally anti-
thetical, it may be instructive to recognize that practices often overlap and ask how acts of posses-
sion and in- or exclusion interacted in particular historical settings. In presenting his and his

37Their story was corroborated by their witnesses, one of whom, an elderly man named Adobrako, especially impressed the
judges with his knowledge and integrity. His testimony appears to have played a significant role in the judges’ decision. On
kinship as a social process as well as a biological fact, see S. Berry, No Condition is Permanent: The Social Dynamics of
Agrarian Change in Sub-Saharan Africa (Madison, 1993), 161–3; J. Guyer, ‘Wealth-in-people and self-realization in equator-
ial Africa’, Man, 28:2 (1993), 243–65.

38Austin, Land, Labour and Capital, 193–5.
39Wilks, Asante Law, 81.
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brothers’ case, Akwasi Kumah suggests that belonging to the family was contingent — subject to
strengthening through material and financial investment. Investment in family membership served,
in turn, as a form of investment in family property.

Third, the case adds a historical perspective to the point made by several anthropologists that
debt is a socially contingent form of wealth. As Parker Shipton, David Graeber, Jane Guyer,
Samuel Eno Belinga and others have explained, debts influence social relationships.40 A loan creates
a relationship between lender and borrower, similar in many ways to an investment in
‘wealth-in-people’. In the past, Shipton writes, Luo acquired livestock and other material posses-
sions not to have them but to build social relationships by giving them away.41 Shipton’s comments
go beyond Guyer’s important insight that wealth-in-people is a matter of individuality as well as
number. Guyer and Eno Belinga argued persuasively that central Africans valued people for their
singular abilities and even non-conforming behavior, as well as for their labor power. Shipton
adds that value arises not only from individuals’ actions, but from social interactions as well.42

Expanding on Benedetta Rossi’s important point that social status is historically contingent, I sug-
gest that belonging be seen as a process rather than a fact. As Akwasi Kumah and his brothers were
at pains to emphasize, their contributions to Kofi Wuo’s property, solvency, and the costs of his
funeral strengthened their claims to membership in his family and inheritance of his estate.

The story of Kofi Wuo’s legacy also suggests that the value of wealth-in-people cannot be mea-
sured by a single standard. Wealth-in-people encompasses emotional and social as well as economic
value, reflecting the personal feelings and experiences of ‘owner’ and ‘owned’ and the significance of
particular persons or relationships for an ‘owner’s’ position in society. According to Akwasi Kumah,
Kofi Wuo had accepted the office of ⊃kyeame only after the amoafulhene had assured him that he
had his own slaves and was not interested in using Kofi Wuo’s appointment to claim Kofi Wuo’s
slaves as properties of the Amoaful stool. If accurate, this story suggests that Kofi Wuo cared more
about keeping his slaves than he did about attaining public office. In contrast, neither Akwasi
Kumah nor his witnesses expressed similar concern for the family’s pawns. Attah Kojo and Kofi
Wuo buried Ama Dapaa and Yaa Bonsu, they explained, only after the women’s own families
had failed to claim their bodies.43

More broadly, a case in which the claims of slaves outweighed those of a woman who was ‘free’ in
principle but bound by the debts of others in practice underscores the value of understanding
‘belonging’ as a process rather than a social fact.
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40P. Shipton, The Nature of Entrustment: Intimacy, Exchange and the Sacred (New Haven, 2007); D. Graeber, Debt: The
First 5000 Years (Brooklyn, 2011); J. Guyer and S. Eno Belinga, ‘Wealth in people as wealth in knowledge: accumulation and
composition in equatorial Africa’, The Journal of African History, 36:1 (1995), 91–120.

41Shipton, Nature of Entrustment, 208. Compare J. Diggins, Coastal Sierra Leone: Materiality and the Unseen in Maritime
West Africa (Cambridge, 2018).

42The value and contingency of social wealth produced by giving things away are also discussed in Diggins, Coastal Sierra
Leone.

43Perhaps the women’s families did not claim their bodies because they did not want to be asked to redeem them by paying
off the outstanding debt.
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