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Abstract
The global turn has contributed to a revitalization of labor history. Historians have become
increasingly attentive to the varied forms of labor commodification that existed under capi-
talism. Many historians have welcomed this approach which challenges the universalism of
“free” wage labor. Critics, however, have warned that global labor history risks re-inscribing
the power of capital at the expense of local specificities, particularly in terms of the plural-
ity of labor’s worlds and its (dis)connections with capital. This is not a new debate within
African studies. Since the 1980s, historians of Africa have questioned the privileging of
wage labor at the expense of other forms of labor and the focus on (post)colonial workplace
relations to the exclusion of other relational power structures which shaped the behavior
of African men and women. This article takes up these debates by focusing on different
forms of labor connected to the gold mining industry in colonial Ghana. The article argues
that African men and women involved in the mining sector, including mineworkers, petty
traders, and sex workers, responded to their experience of commodification in ways that
were about more than just their status as abstract sellers of labor power. What emerges
from this analysis is a more nuanced understanding of the strategies and aspirations of
African labor which was connected to the mining sector. That is to say, where colonial
officials saw working patterns that were purportedly symptomatic of the “lazy” and “ill-
disciplined” character of African labor, this article demonstrates otherwise. The behavior
of African labor associated with the mining sector was indicative of choices that were made
in accordance with individual and collective needs connected to issues of class, gender,
and generation, which, in turn, were “entangled” with capitalist market imperatives but not
necessarily determined by them.

Keywords: the Gold Coast; gold mining; global labour history; labour commodification; mineworkers;
market traders; sex workers

Introduction
The global turn has contributed to the revitalization of labor history. Over the past
decade or so, historians have become increasingly attentive to the diverse forms
of “free” and “unfree” labor that co-existed under capitalism and facilitated its
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2 Gareth Curless

development within and across different historical spaces.1 Such interventions have
been welcomed because they have encouraged historians to de-privilege free wage
labor in favor of the diverse array of labor that capital has commodified across time
and space. Critics, however, have argued that such approaches overestimate the power
capital in past contexts because they assume that all labor was either commodified, or
was in the process of being commodified.2 Others have argued that an exclusive focus
on the power of capital to commodify labor risks making the assumption that workers’
productive status determined their individual and collective behaviors and identities.3
After all, as numerous studies have demonstrated, even for those categories of workers
considered to be archetypally proletarian, it is not possible to reduce their subjectivities
and experiences to a single aspect of their “worlds of labor.”4

This article engages with these critiques of global labor history by exploring aspects
of the worlds of African labor connected to the goldmining industry of colonial Ghana
(the Gold Coast) in the period c. 1897–1957. Recent histories of gold mining in colo-
nial Ghana have taken inspiration from global labor history. In doing so, these works
have documented the continuum of labor relations that facilitated the development of
the goldmining industry at turn of the twentieth century.5 For all this insight, however,
there remains scope to draw on perspectives and approaches pioneered by an earlier
generation of social historians of Africa.6 To realise this potential, the article focuses
on male migrants who traveled back and forth between the Northern Territories and
the mining towns of the south, where they worked as underground mineworkers. The
article argues that oscillatory migration was not only a product of mining capital’s
attempts to reduce the cost of reproducing labor. The system of migrant labor was
also an outcome ofmigrants’ desire to combine paid employment with other economic
strategies which would enable them to fulfill gendered and generational roles that were
“entangled” with but not wholly determined by the logic of the wage labor market.7
Similar considerations were observable with regard to a second group of migrants in
the formofNigerianwomenwho traveled to themining towns of theGoldCoast where
they engaged in “prostitution”.8 These women traversed the productive–reproductive
boundary. On the one hand, they were productive agents who sought to accrue capital
to become traders, and whose relationships with mineworkers appear to have defied
colonial understandings of commodified sexual labor.9 On the other, these women did
reproduce a proportion of the workforce through their domestic and sexual labor and
they were imbedded in kinship networks where the expectation was that individual
desires were either of secondary importance, or they were simply irrelevant to collec-
tive needs and goals. In other words, both male and female migrants connected to the
gold mining industry responded to the experience of remunerated work in ways that
were not just about their status as sellers of commodified labor power.10

By focusing on these worlds of labor, the article aims to analyze migrants’ complex
responses to the experience of wage labor in the gold mining areas of colonial Ghana.
First, it addresses changing structures of labor during the first decades of the twenti-
eth century in the context of colonial economic strategies and the advent of large-scale
migration to themines. Second, it argues that economic and cultural patterns apparent
in the 1920s and 1930s continued to be influential after 1945, when demands for higher
wages andwork-related entitlements were asmuch about household relations and divi-
sions of labor, as they were about mineworkers’ shared experience of exploitation by
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International Labor and Working-Class History 3

capital. The article contends that an exploration of these dynamics takes us back to
questions that social historians of Africa posed during the 1980s and 1990s in response
to liberal and Marxist understandings of class development in the continent. How did
Africans respond to attempts by capital and colonial states to commodify their labor?
And, to what extent was this response determined by factors that were “entangled”
with material conditions, rather than being determined by the process of commodi-
fication?11 By investigating these questions historians can go beyond a singular focus
on “archetypal” proletarians in favor of more relational approaches that consider the
micro politics of the workplace, the neighborhood, and the household for the making,
remaking, and unmaking of working-class formations.12

Commodifying labor in the Northern Territories
During the final decades of the nineteenth century, Wassa, which was located in the
southwest region of the Gold Coast colony, and the neighboring territory of Asante,
experienced two gold rushes.13 The first, which occurred between 1877 and 1885, was
a story of struggle, rather than success.14 The second rush of 1900 to 1902–1903 was
more productive and this laid the foundations for the development of the gold mining
industry and the subsequent growth of mining towns such as Obuasi, Tarkwa, Prestea,
and later Konongo.15 For all this rapid progress, however, mining company representa-
tives and colonial officials acknowledged that recurrent labor shortages were impeding
further development of the sector.16 Mining capital and the colonial state clashed fre-
quently when it came to the “labor question,” but both agreed that the acquisition of
the Northern Territories, which became a protectorate of the Gold Coast colony in
1901, offered a potential solution.17 In 1905, the Northern Territories’ annual report
predicted a future where the region’s “enormous population” of “young men” would
become “a new source of labor for the mines at Tarkwa and Ashanti.”18 In return, the
annual report anticipated that migration to mines would promote the region’s mate-
rial advancement and teach the peoples of the Northern Territories the moral value
of wage labor.19 Consequently, for the next two decades, the mining industry alter-
nated between recruiting independently in the north through its own agents, which
included both European and African recruiters, and working in partnership with gov-
ernment departments, local district commissioners and northern chiefs.20 Over time,
these recruits, who signed 3- to 12-month contracts to work underground, were sup-
plemented by an increasing number of migrants from the Northern Territories and
surrounding French colonies, who made the journey southward independently of the
agents operating on behalf of the mining industry and the government.21

The growing influx of recruits from the Northern Territories and neighboring
French colonies did not resolve the labor question, however.22 At the turn of the 1920s,
the mines suffered from high turnover, owing to the arduous work, poor sanitary con-
ditions in the mining towns, and the availability of alternative employment in public
works and the booming cocoa sector.23 The labor shortages became even more acute
following the imperial government’s decision to suspend recruitment in the Northern
Territories in 1924 pending the outcome of an investigation into high death rates
among mineworkers from the region.24 Recruitment resumed in 1925, but mining
companies abandoned contract recruitment by the 1930s owing to regulatory costs and
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4 Gareth Curless

tensions with colonial authorities over the persistence of poor sanitary conditions in
the towns.25 Henceforth, labor migration continued in large numbers from the north,
but the majority of migrants traveled south independently.

Colonial officials’ faith that wage labor would “uplift” the region’s people and pro-
mote economic development coexisted with equally powerful concerns about the
potentially destabilizing effects of increased marketization and capitalist develop-
ment, particularly in terms of migrant laborers’ exposure to urban living in the south.
One report complained that migrants had returned to the Northern Territories with
“bad” habits and vices.26 These anxieties about the potentially negative consequences
of socioeconomic change contributed to a belief that economic development in the
Northern Territories should be managed and regulated in order to maintain the area’s
status as a rural periphery.27 To achieve this, the colonial government sought to pro-
mote incremental forms of economic development in the Northern Territories which
would protect the integrity of traditional community structures as defined and consti-
tuted by the colonial authorities.This conception of development went through a series
of different iterations over the course of the early decades of the twentieth century.28
By the mid-1930s, the colonial authorities in the Northern Territories were pursuing a
strategy to establish collective farms that combined mixed-farming and improved ani-
mal husbandry.29 The aim was to transform the Northern Territories into a supplier of
local foodstuffs and animal products to the south and to prevent the rapid development
of agrarian capitalism. In doing so, the colonial authorities hoped to avoid the attendant
problems of uncontrolled marketization and private accumulation, which had been
identified as key causes of the sociopolitical unrest in the cocoa growing regions of the
south during the 1920s and 1930s.30

One problem with these plans was that officials overlooked the extent to which
northern households’ subsistence needs had already been commodified by the mid-
1930s.31 A combination of factors accounted for households’ increased market depen-
dence. The influx of British officials and locally recruited salaried clerks and soldiers
after 1901 had contributed to a significant increase in monetarized forms of trade
and exchange in the region.32 The colonial administration assisted with this process
by encouraging the replacement of cowries with coinage and by privileging particular
markets at the expense of other commercial centres.33 The aim, as colonial reports put
it, was to foster a sense of “money consciousness” by stimulating trade in imported
goods, promoting cash-crop production, and facilitating government revenue collec-
tion via taxes and fines.34 Persistent shortages in supply, however, particularly for the
popular lower value coins, meant that colonial coins coexisted with cowries for many
decades after the advent of colonial rule. The result was a pluralistic currency system
where cowries proved resilient because of their interdependent economic and cultural
value.35 In spite of such challenges, however, by introducing coins and by concentrat-
ing economic activities in specific commercial centers, the nascent colonial state in
the Northern Territories could at least attempt to regulate trade and promote specific
norms with regard to economic conduct.36 In other words, the colonial authorities’
creation of markets and the regulation of related commercial activity were less about
maximizing revenue, and more to do with state-territorialization and the fostering of
particular economic behaviours.37

The colonial authorities’ promotion of migration for the purposes of wage labor
in the south was integral to this state-building project in the Northern Territories.
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International Labor and Working-Class History 5

Migrants’ earnings and remittances further stimulated the money supply and cre-
ated demand for consumer goods, which were developments that attracted positive
comment in colonial reports.38 At the same time, district commissioners and chiefs
complained that outward labor migration resulted in an insufficient number of young
men to farm the land to meet households’ subsistence needs.39 In a context where eco-
logical conditions, in combination with colonial underinvestment, regularly produced
famine or near-famine conditions, the shortage of agricultural labor entrenched house-
holds’ reliance on local markets for the supply of foodstuffs.40 The reimposition of
direct taxation in the mid-1930s also increased households’ monetary requirements,
even if the principal objective behind the reintroduction of direct taxation was to
provide sufficient resources to finance the shift to a codified system of indirect rule,
rather than stimulate outwardmigration for the purposes of wage labor.41 Nonetheless,
the cumulative effect of all these changes—wrought in large part by contradictions
within the colonial enterprise—was a surge in migration from the mid-1920s onward,
as 10,000s of male migrants made the annual journey southward to accumulate sav-
ings which could be remitted to support their households’ various material needs.42
Significantly, the economic changes that compelled men to seek out work in the south
also contributed to the increased commodification of women’s domestic labor. The
absence of male agricultural labor for months at a time meant that women were
required to cultivate cash-crops which could be sold at market to generate the income
required to purchase food staples.43 The 1935-36 annual report for Mamprusi district,
for example, recorded that groundnut production for market was being undertaken by
women and children in their “spare time”, thus implying that such labor was performed
in addition to their other household duties.44

Migration, gender, and generation
For all the relative power of the colonial state and mining capital to commodify labor
in the Northern Territories, the strategies of individual migrants and their respective
households were also shaped by established customs, needs and aspirations whichwere
connected to but not determined by the colonial encounter. Of these concerns, inter-
secting ideas pertaining to gender and generation were critical. For many young men
from the Northern Territories, migration to the south became an important rite of pas-
sage which served as a mechanism for the transition to adult status.45 Colonial reports
stated that the initial impulse to migrate was often driven by a desire to obtain spe-
cific material items which conferred status on their owner. These items included guns,
bicycles, and, above all else, cloth.46 In a report by the colony’s first labor commis-
sioner, Major J.R. Dickinson, one laborer stated: “I will buy clothing with part of my
savings so that people will see that I have been to Kumasi [a generic term for the south]
like other men.”47 The status that could be derived from travelling south was evident in
other aspects of testimony recorded by colonial officials.Migrationwas portrayed as an
adventure and an opportunity to acquire experience of the wider world.48 Such ambi-
tions were captured in the later work of anthropologists, whose informants recalled
that a combination of material desires and a wish for adventure were key motivating
factors.49

Colonial officials understood these demands for consumer goods in simplistic
terms. Throughout colonial Africa, Europeans assumed the stimulation of desire for

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
47

54
79

24
00

00
5X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S014754792400005X


6 Gareth Curless

particular goods would complement the “civilizing” effects of wage labor, religion and
education. In practice, although colonial agents believed the advent of colonial rule and
higher demand for particular commodities were coterminous, the two rarely coincided
as colonialists believed.50 In the case of the Northern Territories, its annexation did
lead to the increased circulation of European-style clothes among its inhabitants. Even
so, as Jean Allman and John Parker have documented, the availability of “Mossi cloth”
—a term for cloth woven and traded by Mossi peoples—had long been a trade sta-
ple in the Northern Territories where the region’s inhabitants adopted forms of bodily
adornment that combined imported commodities with vernacular cultural practices.51
Simply put, patterns of commerce and consumption were determined as much by the
interests of Africans, as by external actors. Indeed, as numerous historians have made
clear, Africans often reimagined the meaning of commodities—both old and new—as
part of an ongoing dialogue with imported and indigenous conceptions of personhood
and identity relating to gender, religion, ethnicity, and generation.52 In the Northern
Territories, the bicycle came to replace the bow and arrow as a symbol of male viril-
ity, in part, because it served as a sign that a man had been to work in the south.53
Practical and material concerns were important too. A bike, for example, enabled its
owner to travelmore freely within the north, and thus enlarged the amount of potential
farmland and, by extension, wealth that was within his reach.54

Migrants’ desire to accumulate wealth sufficient to establish or expand their own
households contributed to intergenerational tensions in a context where social cus-
toms and rituals had emerged to manage such potential conflicts.55 This was by no
means unique to theNorthern Territories of the Gold Coast. InmanyAfrican contexts,
migration for the purposes of wage labor was a symptom and cause of generational
conflicts, as young men sought to escape the control and influence of their fathers
and other senior household members.56 In the Northern Territories, colonial reports,
which have been corroborated by contemporary anthropologists and later historians,
indicate that many young men left for the south without the knowledge or consent
of male household heads.57 However, the threat of unsanctioned migration could also
produce accommodations. According to Meyer Fortes, a Talensi man, who was con-
sidered a jural minor, could not leave his natal home to establish his own household
until it was considered morally and socially acceptable to do so.58 For Talensi commu-
nities, therefore, migration to the south could serve as a “safety valve” which allowed a
young man to oscillate between north and south until such a time as he was permitted
to establish his own household.59

These compromises made it possible to integrate migration to the south into estab-
lished patterns of mobility within the north. This was certainly true for the Dagara-
speaking peoples, who constituted a significant proportion of the mining industry’s
recruits from the Northern Territories by the mid-twentieth century.60 Among Dagara
peoples, it was common for sons, particularly those with no expectations when it came
to inheritance, to leave the family compound and establish a new household at the
earliest opportunity. Such a move was not regarded as a rupture or sign of tension, but
an inevitable part of life. Migration to the south needs to be understood in this con-
text.61 Contemporary reports refer to sons returning to the north for the first time with
gifts, such as cloth, for their fathers. It was also recorded that sonswould remit cash that
could be invested in order to enlarge their fathers’ livestock holdings. In return, a father
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would help a son find a suitable wife.62 All of this underscores the complexity of the
push factors which drovemigration and its impact on household and wider social rela-
tions in the north where established gendered and generational relations were adapted
in response to the changes wrought by colonialism.63

Change was by no means limited to the Northern Territories. In the mining towns
of the south, northern migrants lived in specific neighborhoods, where residents pro-
vided accommodation and other forms of assistance to newcomers.64 To access this
support, as Carola Lentz has detailed, migrants would invoke membership of a shared
or closely linked patriclan, typically by citing common ancestry, mutual cultural and
religious practices, or similar dialects. This had the effect of bringing an imagined
sense of ethnic solidarity into reality by drawing on flexible ties of belonging.65 These
inclusive understandings of ethnicity intersected with a sharpening sense of class-
consciousness among northern mineworkers living and working in the mining towns
of the south.66 By the mid-1930s, over 20,000 African mineworkers were employed in
the gold mining industry.67 This included a cohort of underground mineworkers who
had at least a decade’s employment experience in a sector of the industry where the
valorization of attributes linked to physical strength and skill were reinforced by the
dangerous working conditions they encountered below surface level.68 Mineworkers’
emerging sense of class-based corporate identitywas reflected in demands presented by
their representatives. In 1938, in an oft-quoted statement, mineworkers declared that:
“We are theworking classes.We suffer but there are no rewards.We demand justice and
equality. We do not find any justification why we should not be paid the same as our
BrotherMiners in England or the United States of America.We are the same as they.”69
The presentation of such demands was not an isolated incident. The 1930s witnessed
a number of general strikes at individual mines, as underground workers struck for
higher pay and better working conditions.70 This is not to suggest, however, that class-
based forms of identity were beginning to displace ethnic and regional bonds. Several
strikes during this period involved workers with shared occupational and ethnic ties.
This included, for example, an 11-day strike in 1935 at Ashanti Goldfield Corporation’s
(AGC)Obuasimine by “Kado boys.”71 In other words, the reimagining of ethnicity and
its interaction with class-based forms of belonging connected to the mining indus-
try’s work-a-day rhythms reveals how mineworkers created “new life-worlds out of the
fragments of the old.”72

Invisible workers
Underground mineworkers from the Northern Territories were not alone in seeking
out new life-worlds in themining towns. By themid-1930s, the majority of minework-
ers lived in villages that surrounded the mining towns of Obuasi, Tarkwa, Prestea, and
Konongo. In these settlements, mineworkers coexisted with landlords, money lenders,
traders, craftsmen, farmers, sex workers, and the under-unemployed.73 Colonial offi-
cials spoke in highly disparaging terms about these inhabitants of the mining villages,
often characterizing them as vectors of criminality and disease. However, rather than
being “parasitic,” as the Colonial Office’s labor advisor claimed, the sex workers, mar-
ket traders, and street hawkers who resided in the mining villages constituted a
class of “invisible workers”.74 This class of invisible workers provided amenities and
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8 Gareth Curless

services that sustained the mining industry’s workforce in a setting where the bound-
ary between wage work and other forms of labor was porous, with many individuals
moving between different occupations according to circumstance and need.75

One specific group of invisible workers were the female migrants who traveled to
the Gold Coast’s mining towns to earn a living through prostitution.76 The expansion
of the colonial economy—in terms of increased rates of urbanization and the growth
of male-dominated waged labor forces—meant that prostitution became an avenue
for socioeconomic advancement for many women.77 A 1953 social survey of Obuasi
recorded that a woman engaged in prostitution could earn up to 15 shillings per day at
time when the average male mineworker was earning £6.15 per month.78 The majority
of women involved in prostitution were female migrants from the Calabar region of
Nigeria.79 Many of these women would have been pawned directly to brokers by their
families, or families would have raised a loan to pay for a woman’s travel expenses in
anticipation that she would remit her earnings to her sponsors in Calabar.80 In spite of
this expectation, however, there is evidence to suggest that Nigerian women involved
in prostitution attempted to reconcile their collective obligations with their own indi-
vidual aspirations. The report compiled by the labor commissioner, Major Dickinson,
revealed that women’s individual interests centred on the acquisition of material goods
and the accumulation of capital which could be invested in other economic activities,
such as trading and property.81 Onenew arrival to themining town ofKonongo report-
edly told Dickinson: “If I get plenty money [sic] and buy plenty fine things, my sisters
in my country will follow me to do the same job. Here we get plenty more money than
in Calabar.”82 The potential rewards which could be generated through prostitution
became a source of anxiety for colonial officials and conservative African elites who
regarded female economic autonomy as a contravention of social norms, namely the
expectation that women would generate wealth for their household through unpaid
labor in their roles as wives, nieces, and daughters.83

If there was some debate regarding these women’s agency and motivations, it was
equally uncertain how they—or their clients—made sense of their sexual encounters
and relationships.Dickinson’s report documented how threemalemineworkers under-
stood their relationships with women involved in prostitution. One stated that he was
one of a number ofmenwho visited an individual woman.Describing her as his “lover,”
theminer visited thewoman three times amonth, forwhich he paid £5. A second stated
that he had no wife, but he would “get a woman occasionally,” while the third miner
implied he had a more reciprocal relationship with a prostitute that involved work-
ing on his “lover’s farm.” Another report stated that upon arrival in a mining town,
mineworkers formed semipermanent unions with women who provided accommoda-
tion, food, and, the report inferred, sexual services in exchange for a fee.84 The limited
and fragmentary evidence, which was recorded and filtered by British colonial official-
dom, means that it is impossible to draw any substantive conclusions about how the
women who were engaged in prostitution understood these forms of intimate labor, or
the connexion to their sexual and gendered selves.85

Such ambiguities underscore a critical point: the nomenclature associated with
commodified forms of prostitution fails to capture the complexity of the roles per-
formed by women involved in the trade in the mining towns of the Gold Coast.
These women were positioned across an ill-defined boundary between productive and
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reproductive labor, working as they did in multiple capacities, not only in prostitution
but also as traders, landlords, cooks, and farmers, often forming relationships with
miners that existed along a spectrum that appears to have encompassed everything
from the transactional and temporary to perhaps even the permanent and affective.86
After all, as Dickinson’s report indicates, mineworkers appear to have considered
women engaged in prostitution as potential long-term partners, even wives in some
cases. Indeed, although prostitution was associated with specific urban quarters, such
as theNtusa neighborhood inObuasi, evidence suggests that the womenwho lived and
worked here were not isolated from the rest of the town’s population in a setting where
there was ample opportunity for interaction in bars and other social venues.87

Female migrants from Calabar were not the only women to seek out opportunities
in the mining towns of the Gold Coast. The growth of cocoa farming and wage labor
during the early twentieth century provided opportunities for Asante women in trades,
such as the sale and distribution of wholesale goods, which had once been dominated
bymen.The result was that in urban centers, most notably Kumasi but also in themin-
ing centers of Tarkwa andObuasi, women had emerged as influential market traders.88
In Obuasi, the 1953 social survey recorded that a number of the female traders were
credit customers of a subsidiary firm of the United Africa Company (UAC).89 Credit
customers of the European commercial firms, as BiancaMurillo has documented, were
responsible for distributing goods in areaswhere the companies hadnopresence.These
credit customers, the majority of whom were female traders, received goods from the
European commercial firms on a monthly basis, during which time they sold their
goods to individual customers and other traders and retailers, before settling their
account with the wholesale supplier.90 Such arrangements enabled credit customers
to emerge as patrons because their privileged access to imported goods supplied by
firms such as the UAC meant they could develop client networks comprised of other
traders who depended on their patronage.91

Thedevelopment of patron–client networksmeant thatmarket women had the abil-
ity to operate as a powerful bloc, even if the majority of female traders lived precarious
and often poverty stricken lives.92 Examples of market women exerting their influence
included circumventing government price controls; applying pressure to customers in
order to get them to purchase goods from preferred market sellers; and imposing boy-
cotts on suppliers to lower the purchasing prices charged by import agents.93 During
the 1930s, for example, a coalition of chiefs, farmers, female traders and mineworkers
cooperated to prevent the sale of imported goods at control prices. Representatives of
the mining industry attributed the success of the boycott to the pressure that traders
were able to exert on mineworkers who bought their food supplies on credit and were
indebted to market women.94

Claim making amidst “permanent precarity”95

Attentiveness to the heterogeneous character of the working-class populations that
resided in and around the mining towns has implications for understandings of strike
movements and episodes of industrial action.Against a backdropof rising anti-colonial
and nationalist sentiment in the colony, the Gold Coast experienced significant urban
and rural unrest after 1945.96 This unrest included a wave of strike action in various
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industries and sectors.97 In the gold mining industry, short-lived strikes at individ-
ual mines in 1945 and 1946 were followed by the first sector-wide general strike in
1947 which involved over 30,000 mineworkers who struck for 35 days.98 Historians
have explained the significance of the 1947 general strike in terms of mineworkers’
class-consciousness which had first manifested itself during the protests of the mid-to-
late 1930s. True, the strike was remarkable for its duration, the efforts of the recently
formed Mine Employee’s Union (MEU) to mobilize of tens of thousands of workers
across occupational and ethnic divides, and the issuing of speeches and petitions which
referenced the relationship between employment conditions in the sector, class strug-
gle, anti-colonialism, andmineworkers’ rights and entitlements.99 What these accounts
have explored insufficiently, however, is the relationship between the 1947 general
strike and mineworkers’ prior boycott of company-run canteens.100

Shortly before the general strike, female market traders had encouragedminework-
ers to boycott the company-owned canteens which had been introduced by themining
industry in 1946.101 The market women, who included not only local Asante women
but also an increasing number of female migrants from the Northern Territories, had
good reasons for encouraging the 1946 boycott and presumably lending their sup-
port to the subsequent general strike in 1947.102 Wartime price controls had eroded
their profits, and they were opposed to the mining companies’ decision to intro-
duce canteens, which threatened their economic interests further.103 Moreover, if the
1947 general strike was a success, any wage increase awarded to mineworkers would
increase the purchasing power of market traders’ principal customers. For female mar-
ket traders, therefore, the boycott and general strike were as much about increasing
their own earning potential, as they were about the MEU’s demands for work-related
rights and entitlements.104

The alliance involving MEU members and female market traders underscores the
difficulty of disaggregating macro-level concerns relating to anti-colonial and nation-
alist sentiment from quotidian struggles connected to wages, trading arrangements,
and household, workplace, and neighborhood relations.105 This is especially true when
market women only appeared in colonial reportage in brief and often negative terms,
namely with regard to the adverse effects associated with urbanization: detribalization,
capitalist individualism, and moral corruption.106 Evidence for the market women’s
concerns can only be found via the testimony of mineworkers who gave evidence to
the commission of inquiry which was appointed to investigate the 1947 general strike
and make recommendations to resolve the dispute. Tellingly, MEU members of the
commission asked all the mineworkers who gave evidence for their thoughts on the
food provided by the company-run canteens. Without exception, the response from
witnesses, some of whom referred to the trading activities of their wives, was negative,
thus revealing the influence and agency of market women even when they were absent
from the official record.107 That said, in spite of the union’s line of questioning during
the inquiry, the MEU’s leadership also contributed to the erasure of market women
in the official record by presenting its demands for higher wages on the basis of men’s
responsibility for maintaining a household, thereby marginalizing the economic con-
tributions of mineworkers’ wives in their capacity as traders.108 The MEU argued that
the provision of subsidized food through the canteens was an attempt by the mining
industry to drive down wages. The union also framed its wage demands in terms of
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mineworkers’ inability to provide food, housing, and education for their children.109
In the short-term, these demands, in combination with the efficacy of the industrial
action, contributed to the strike’s qualified success. Employers were forced to abandon
their plans for canteens, at least temporarily, and mineworkers were awarded wage
increases.110 In the longer-term, however, neither the mining industry, nor colonial
officials explicitly recognized the MEU’s demands for higher wages and work-related
entitlements on the basis of mineworkers’ status as “breadwinners.”111 Instead, the
mining industry sought to link wage increases and bonus payments to productivity
targets. This strategy was accompanied by measures that subjected mineworkers to
various forms of workplace surveillance to combat gold theft and address behaviors
that employers perceived of as malingering and ill-discipline.112

Employers’ prioritization of productivity and workplace discipline did not mean
that themining industry was unconcerned withmineworkers’ working and living con-
ditions. During the 1940s, individual mine managers and senior company officials had
begun to accept that the solution to the high turnover of labor and industrial unrest
was to provide improved social services and to ensure that regular employment was
available.113 It was argued that such measures, which were supported by colonial offi-
cials, would resolve the social problems associated with casual labor and contribute
to increased productivity.114 Consequently, the mining industry began investing in
improved housing, medical facilities, sanitation infrastructure and social amenities
with a view to attracting and retaining mineworkers.115 The mining industry’s empha-
sis on productivity and stability provided the MEU with a rhetoric to make demands.
In one typical case, the union presented its demand for higher wages by highlighting
its members’ work ethos. The MEU argued that since the increased productivity of
its members had contributed to higher output and more lucrative dividends paid to
shareholders, they too should benefit financially.116 The union also campaigned for
comprehensive forms of social insurance, including pensions and better protection
against work-related sickness and injury, as well as equality of treatment in the work-
place, with a particular emphasis on the advancement of African mineworkers into
supervisory positions and an end to racial discrimination.117

TheChamber ofMines, the industry’s representative body for employers, was indif-
ferent to these complaints.118 Employers’ indifference contributed to an increased
incidence of strike action during the period of self-government under the Convention
People’s Party (1951–1957), which included a general strike in 1955–1956.119 This
instability, in combination with concerns about the implications of independence
among expatriate mining companies such as AGC, meant that many companies
focused on maximizing ore extraction in the short term at the expense of long-
term investment.120 The result was that mineworkers continued to exist in a state
of “permanent precarity” in a context where employment remained insecure, wages
were inadequate, and work-related social insurance offered minimal protections.121
Mineworkers had little or no choice but to pursue alternative economic strategies, and
many continued to supplement their earnings from wage labor with trading, farm-
ing, and illegal activities, including gold theft.122 In fact, although the MEU and its
members frequently deployed the language of stabilization to press claims for greater
work-related entitlements, there is little to suggest that mineworkers—even those
who could be classed as “permanent”—envisaged proletarianization as a desirable
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objective.123 Mineworkers retained strong connections with rural areas. In the 1930s,
for example, although many young men left without notice, it was reportedly unusual
for parents ofmigrants to be unaware of sons’ whereabouts in the south, with returnees
bringing news and remittances to the north and this remained the case after 1945.124

These strategies were about more than mere survival. As early migrants to the min-
ing zones had done, mineworkers in the 1950s and beyond hoped to save sufficient
money to invest in farming and cattle back in the north, or to acquire capital for small
business ventures, thereby avoiding a long-term commitment to underground work in
the mining industry.125 In short, as was observable in other mining contexts in colo-
nial Africa, therewas no simple transition from temporary rural-to-urbanmigration to
the creation of a permanent class of urbanized mineworkers and their dependents.126
Migrants to the Gold Coast’s mining towns—including male mineworkers and female
market traders—had always been more closely integrated into urban networks than
the authorities’ complaints regarding “casual” labor and the informal sector implied.127
At the same time, many residents also maintained strong rural connections owing to
a combination of factors, including affective ties and obligations to family; modified
forms of ethnic belonging which mitigated the vicissitudes of wage labor; and aims
that prioritized subsistence cultivation and the fulfillment of gendered generational
roles within the household.128 In the context of the mining towns, these strategies
were just as likely to produce conflicts, as they were accommodations. The 1955–1956
general strike was marked by interethnic tensions and disagreements regarding the
desirability of prolonged industrial action, both of which contributed to instances
of violence involving strikers and strike-breakers. AGC representatives also reported
that Obuasi’s market women, who were presumably fearful about the financial impli-
cations of a lengthy work stoppage and were perhaps conscious that since the 1947
strike the MEU had prioritized work-related entitlements, were reluctant to extend
credit to striking workers.129 Such tensions underscore the contingency of class-based
alliances, as the same socioeconomic relations which had brought mineworkers and
traders together in the late 1940s contributed to tensions which undermined strike
action in the mid-1950s.

Conclusion
Thecolonial administration in theNorthern Territories pursued contradictory policies
which sought to promote the growth of a capitalist market economy through trade and
wage labor, while also aiming to protect “native” institutions and social structures from
the effects such developments. The development of the migrant labor system was also
shaped by the actions and aspirations of mineworkers from the Northern Territories.
Young men from the Northern Territories may have been compelled to work in the
mines, with the result that they came to see a connection between their material expe-
rience of wage labor and their class status. However, this did not preclude them from
pursuing alternative aims and aspirations which were “entangled,” but not determined,
by their lives as mineworkers. Many northern migrants to the mining towns viewed
wage labor as a temporary stage in their lives which would enable them to acquire
the capital to fulfill customary roles expected of them with regard to gender, gener-
ation, and the demands of agricultural living back in the north. The same was true
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for those Nigerian women who journeyed to the mining towns of the Gold Coast to
work in prostitution. For these women, established trade networks and systems of debt
bondage facilitated their journey to the Gold Coast, where they attempted to reconcile
familial obligations with their own desires and ambitions. In this respect, migration
for wage labor was as much about continuities, as it was discontinuities, and it high-
lights the ways in which mining capital harnessed the power of indigenous customs
and institutions in order to reproduce itself.

None of this is not to imply that a region such as the Northern Territories was an
egalitarian rural idyll. Migration produced gendered and generational conflicts within
households, as fathers and sons, as well as husbands and wives, struggled to recon-
cile their individual experiences and ambitions with customary roles and collective
needs.130 These tensions played out within the mining towns of the south too. The
expansion of the colonial economy created opportunities for individual accumulation,
but beneficiaries were vulnerable to accusations ofmorally transgressive behavior.This
was especially true of local female Asante traders and female migrants from Nigeria,
whose relative economic independence and pursuit of individual material advance-
ment defied customary norms regarding gendered roles. At particular moments, these
divisions could be put to one side, as was the case during the 1946 boycott and the 1947
industry-wide general strike. But, as the MEU’s subsequent claims for work-related
entitlements indicate: privileging men’s economic roles at the expense of women’s
meant that the household division of labor was just as likely to be a source of conflict,
as it was cooperation. Moreover, such demands, although framed in terms that were
intelligible to employers and colonial officials, masked the complexity of mineworkers’
lives and their aspirations which, for many, remained incompatible with the industry’s
hopes of creating a stable and productive workforce. All of this underscores a critical
point, and one that was made a generation or so ago, historians must concern them-
selves with the plurality of labor and themultiplicity of its worlds, and not just its direct
relationship to capital and the process of commodification through proletarianization.
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