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Dialogue between African Studies and African American history can help create new interpretive frameworks that reach beyond the familiar dyads of resistance: master and slave, colonizer and colonized, white and Other. It can do so not only through arguments about diaspora but also through carefully limited comparisons and attention to each other’s questions, perspectives, and methods. Comparing emancipations suggests different kinds of trans-Atlantic links, ones that engage Africa as more than the ancestral homeland of African American peoples and cultures. 

This paper plumbs trial records--especially those dealing with property and marriage--to investigate emancipation in southern Ghana: how it affected the meaning of property, how it created new definitions for slavery and buried old ones, and how it changed what it meant to be one of the family. It focuses on cases in the colonial courts (now held in Accra at the National Archives of Ghana) from the 1860s through the 1920s, cases that pitted Akan people trying to make their way out of slavery against the Akan families who owned them. In their testimony about disputed inheritances, trespass, and other property “wrongs,” Fantes (an Akan group) revealed a whole landscape of assumptions about property, slavery, and family--a landscape that was rumbling beneath their feet even as they spoke. Fantes thought of slaves simultaneously as economic assets and as junior kin--inferior members of the family. For that reason, the official ending of slavery in 1874 touched off negotiations and even infighting within nearly every household in the country, activity that often centered on property. Precisely because slavery in Cape Coast was not built on an ideology of race nor organized around plantations to produce export crops, comparison offers a chance to, as Thomas Bender puts it, “restore some sense of strangeness, of unfamiliarity” to American history--and to African.

