











Households, Hometowns and Migrations

rule, the abolition of domestic slavery, urbanisation and economic specialization. But the creation
of colonial states also changed the nature of that mobility: it became much more about moving
from a village to a town or between towns within a particular colonial territory than about moving
between colonial outposts along the Atlantic littoral. So the lesson here is simply that regions are

not fixed: they can be changed by shifts in technology, commerce or the relations of production.

Imperial boundaries and regions

inally, I want to look at the period of formal colonial rule over 20th century West Africa.

This is perhaps the most obvious example of the political construction of regions: first, by
the formalisation of the often arbitrary boundaries of colonial states and, second, by the split-
ting of West Africa after World War One into two distinct imperial and linguistic zones, English
and French (Figure 9). The importance of these delineations is well-documented and undeni-
able, particularly for the meta-narratives of colonial and post-colonial West African history.
But at the level of the individual and of the everyday, the analytical division of West Africa into
discrete regions breaks down. This is true even for children, whose physical and social vulner-
ability was counter-balanced somewhat because they could bypass certain de facto restric-

tions on mobility precisely because they were considered too young to be colonial subjects.

Figure 9. Three “West Africas. (Adapted from John Iliffe, Africans: the History of a Continent (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 188, 197.)
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Figure 10. Migrations to the Gold Coast.

As part of my research I have been looking at juvenile criminal records from the 1950s. And
it is clear from those that we cannot just consider children within a particular colonial bound-
ary or imperial sphere: their lives crossed between regions and were influenced by the distinct
historical dynamics of those regions. There are lots of trivial examples of these processes at work
in the daily lives of children in the Gold Coast. So things like children being used to smuggle
goods across colonial borders, children who stayed behind in the Gold Coast when their mi-
grant parents returned to Nigeria or Togo and children who came from French territories to

get an English-language education in addition to, or instead of, a French language education.”

But probably the most dramatic manifestation of the permeability of imperial regions was the
phenomenon of seasonal migration to the Gold Coast by inhabitants of French colonies in the north-
ern Savannahinorder toraise moneyto pay for French colonial taxes (Figure10).>° Children were part
of this migratory pattern as dependents of adult households but also sent as individuals, migrating,
livingand working independentlyin Accra to raise tax money on behalf of their families. This was not
aluxuriouslifebutbylivingin cramped, unhygienicaccommodation and eating cheap, starchy foods,

migrant children were able not just to survive but to save money to pay taxes on their return home.”

v For details, see Lord, “Child Labour in the Gold Coast”

* Documented most famously in Jean Rouch, “Migrations au Ghana,” Journal de la Société des Africanistes
26 (1956): 33-196; Jean Rouch, dir., Jaguar, 1967.

2 Lord, “Child Labour in the Gold Coast,” 31-6
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Figure 11. Accra and its regions.

So what does this migration tell us about the ‘region” as an analytical tool? In this case
the most suitable region is again West Africa, but it makes sense only as an aggregation of
smaller regions, multiply defined and overlapping. So we have a migratory pattern initially
motivated by differing tax regimes across imperial regions. The originating region for this
migration was largely rural, had a limited labour market and was sparsely monetized. The
destination regions - particularly Accra - were urban, highly monetized and had a large
market for seasonal and casual waged labour (Figure 11). But the economic dynamism and
wealth of Accra itself stemmed from being the political focal point of a particular colony and

from the agricultural wealth of the cocoa belt, which Accra was linked to but not a part of.

Conclusion

o, to sum up, the ‘region’ has to be considered as a historical construct. It is enormously
valuable as an analytical tool, providing access to a broad and comparative viewpoint
that in-depth research often lacks. But the ‘region’ is never constant: academics always need
to be aware that the obvious delineations of regions - ecology, commerce, geography and
politics - are made obvious only by certain historical conjunctures. And, as such, the histori-
cal dynamics of West Africa- and, I would suggest, elsewhere — are only comprehensible if we

incorporate a temporal analysis of the creation, destruction and reconfiguration of regions.
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