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1. Introduction 9 

In development-oriented literature on gender, women are often portrayed as deprived of any power, 10 

whose rights are suppressed, and whose role is constrained by rigid social norms. This framing is 11 

particularly widespread in the literature that deals with rural women in low-income countries and it 12 

cuts across disciplines. This literature has its merits, which can hardly be overestimated. Without 13 

any doubt, discrimination against women is widespread across societies, and many studies have 14 

shown that empowering women is not only a goal in its own right, but also has a positive impact on 15 

rural development, equity, poverty reduction, and nutritional status of families (Udry, 1996; 16 

Quisumbing & Pandolfelli 2010; Johnson et al., 2016; Goldstein & Udry 2005).  17 

There is less literature exploring cases where women are equally or better positioned than men, and 18 

where they are visible and have achieved agency and economic decision-making power without any 19 

development intervention aimed at that goal. Hence, there is a “blind spot” on self-organized 20 

female-led groups and their contribution to the value chain. This adds to the low visibility of 21 
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women who are empowered by their social capital derived by collective action, which shapes 22 

livelihoods and social life. To address this gap, we explore in this article the role of a peculiar 23 

female-led market organization commonly known in Ghana as ‘market queens. ‘ 24 

The interest to explore this topic was raised during the scoping interviews for a study on agricultural 25 

value chains. On this occasion respondents, from different institutions, repeatedly described the 26 

market as monopolized by “market queens” that controlled the quantity and therefore the prices of 27 

the commodities sold. The term ‘market queen’ is used in south Ghanaian society and alludes to a 28 

position of traditional power. However, depending on the region the term changes, in the north the 29 

association heads are called ‘magajia’. In this article, we use market queens (MQs), magajia, or 30 

leaders interchangeably, to describe the head of a group of female traders independently from the 31 

geographical location.  32 

The value chain literature on Ghana reflects our respondent’s views and portrays MQs almost 33 

exclusively in a negative way (Katila, 1997; Banful, 1998; GhanaWeb, 2016; Yankson et al., 2016). 34 

An example is Banful (1998:155) who claims that ‘the current marketing system appears to be 35 

satisfactory but it is suggested that the role of MQs or middle women needs to be abolished to 36 

reduce retail price’. Likewise, Katila (1997:284) writes that the institution ‘operates as a cartel and 37 

like all cartels presents an impediment to the efficient functioning of the market mechanism’. The 38 

prevailing negative undertone in literature reflects the local media narrative and the widely held 39 

perceptions in Ghanaian society about MQs, which is rarely based on scientific inquiry.  40 

Bridging this knowledge gap is the main aim of this study. In particular, we aim to explore, based 41 

on empirical information, (i) the structure and functioning of these female-led institutions; (ii) 42 

differences that exist among them depending on the type of market, ethnic group, and region; ii) the 43 

structure and functioning of the associations; and (iii) their perception outside the market.  44 

This countrywide study, reveals that MQs are democratically elected leaders of traditional self-help 45 

associations whose members are female traders. Though there are noticeable differences between 46 

the north and the south, they play an important safety-net role in both parts of the country. We 47 
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found no compelling evidence that they are indeed able to control quantities of commodities sold or 48 

prices. The findings are in stark contrast to the prevailing negative narrative about MQs in both the 49 

literature and in popular discourse.  50 

In the following section, we present the history of traders in the African context, the challenging 51 

position of intermediaries, and the better-known example of the Ghanaian tomato traders. The 52 

methods are described in section 3, and the results are presented in section 4 and discussed in 53 

section 5. Section 6 concludes the paper. 54 

2. Background and history  55 

The following first two sub-sections are based on ethnographic studies on female traders in different 56 

contexts in Africa and Ghana. For Ghana, we highlight the political and historical events that 57 

affected the market and tomato traders’ associations as a peculiar and comparatively well-studied 58 

market association. The section also illustrates that there is scant knowledge on female-led staple 59 

food traders in Ghana. 60 

2.1. Female traders in Africa 61 

Female traders are common in Africa; their role and reputation differ based on location, ethnic 62 

affinity, and cultural context. Based on ethnographic research in Nigeria, Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo, 63 

women are expected to provide for their personal items, and in some parts, also contribute with food 64 

products in the household and come up with the means to take care of their social contacts, as part 65 

of their tasks. Additionally, according to social norms, women need an occupation to be respected 66 

as adults (Makinwa-Adebusoye, 1994). Traders are motivated to enter the business through female 67 

family members because of economic and cultural values attached to the trade (Yusuff, 2013), and 68 

through success in trade, women achieve elite status (Ejikeme, 2011). In the north of Nigeria, 69 

among the Kanuri, there is also a gender component in the types of commodities traded (Porter, 70 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/agec.12504#agec12504-sec-0200
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1995), which also reflects findings from Mali (Harts-Broekhuis & Verkoren 1987). Kanuri women 71 

sell lower value local products whereas men engage in more expensive categories of goods such as 72 

cola nuts and livestock. However, the independence gained is perceived as dangerous and indeed, 73 

underpinned by the high rate of divorce among Kanuri women involved in textile trading (Porter, 74 

1995). Prominent in Benin and Togo are female textile traders known as ‘Nana Benz‘. They gained 75 

exclusive rights to trade European goods, in particular, wax print from European firms and made 76 

Lomé the center of textile distribution (Prag, 2013; Sylvanus, 2013). In the Mina language or Guin 77 

‘nana‘ means mother or grandmother expressing courtesy and respect for their social position, were 78 

as ‘benz‘ describes the business success that made them able to afford a Mercedes Benz between 79 

1970 and 1980 (Toulabor, 2012). In the mid-1970s, the economic power of the Nana Benzes in 80 

Benin was supported by the political leadership that provided them import licenses, low turnover, 81 

and export taxes. In return, they publicly supported the ruling party and were even appointed 82 

political offices. This favorable trading condition contributed to the formation of oligopolistic 83 

market associations that strengthened their economic and political power. Nevertheless, the 84 

changing political and trade environment affected the dynamics also in the informal sector, and the 85 

trader’s power was redistributed. The Nanettes are the successors of these once very powerful 86 

traders that today assert themselves through a personal network in the textile market (Prag, 2013).  87 

In Nairobi, Kikuyu, and Kamba women trade as a survival strategy to meet their family's basic 88 

needs. Despite their vital function to provide goods for urban dwellers, Robertson (1997:264) in a 89 

chronological description of events affecting traders, writes “once again the markets, dominated by 90 

Kikuyu traders, were viewed as seats for disaffection and sedition, and hawkers as an unruly 91 

population needing repression”. Cross-border traders in the Great Lakes region are comparatively 92 

important to make goods available at affordable prices between countries. Nevertheless, they are 93 

subject to violence or harassment during their movements, and they are charged unofficial duties 94 

and prohibitive tariffs. Generally, they are confronted with very negative perceptions and are treated 95 

like “smugglers” and not with the respect of business women (Brenton et al., 2011). Similarly, cross 96 
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border traders from Zimbabwe were accused of witchcraft, prostitution, smuggling all sorts of 97 

wares and held responsible for carrying the much-needed foreign currency out of the country and 98 

thereby labeled as “unpatriotic economic saboteurs”, generating an image of “inhuman and 99 

grotesque money-grabbers“ (Muzvidziwa, 2001:68). This strategy served the politicians, business 100 

people, and government officials to divert the attention from their activities that were responsible 101 

for the foreign currency consumption (Cheater, 1998). As illegitimate “smugglers”, they are treated 102 

as an anomalous group that is greedy and lazy and needs direction to acquire skills for a “proper” 103 

occupation and through public denunciation and shame can be brought under control (Cheater, 104 

1998; Muzvidziwa, 2001). Despite all accusations and media attacks, cross-border trade grew via 105 

the establishment of associations across national boundaries allowing them to progress and succeed 106 

as female entrepreneurs (Muzvidziwa, 2001). 107 

2.2. History and conflicts in Ghanaian markets  108 

Looking into post-colonial policies and attacks on markets in Ghana may explain the deep-rooted 109 

perception of traders and their organizations. After independence in 1957, Kwame Nkrumah was 110 

the first elected president in Ghana. The dissatisfaction with his administration (1960–1966) on 111 

local and international policies, especially the restriction on imports and wage cuts, led to urban 112 

food shortages and price rises (Mikell, 1986). Market women were made responsible for rising 113 

consumer prices and good shortages since the 1960s (Schindler, 2010). The urban unrest and the 114 

political dissatisfaction led to the coup d’état in 1978 and the first Rawlings’ coup in 1979. 115 

However, the new ruling government kept blaming market traders, particularly women, for driving 116 

up prices and instigating the economic crisis. During this time women in trading risked going out of 117 

business, they suffered confiscations of their goods, public punishment and beatings, and total 118 

economic failure (Schindler, 2010). Nationwide during 1979 and 1982, markets were set on fire. In 119 

1979 an explosive was planted in the Makola market of Accra, and in 1982 Tamale Central Market 120 

was completely burned down. These same female traders play a crucial role in provisioning food 121 
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items from the hinterland into the market and guarantee food supply to urban populations, and 122 

actually “stood between a near failed state and famine in the late 1970s and 1980s” (Amoako-123 

Tuffour, 2007). Tensions between the formal authorities and market traders continued arising in 124 

Ghana’s major markets. In 1997, angry market women protested the sudden overnight 100% 125 

increase of tolls and stall rents in the street of Kumasi (KIT and IIRR, 2008). In 2007, government 126 

officials met in Accra at the 58th Annual New Year School to consult on how to increase the 127 

revenue base of the district assemblies. The consensus during the meeting was that MQs 128 

undermined the “free market economy” and represented a burden to toll collectors. Officials were 129 

encouraged to exert their authority and make use of the Local Government Act 462 of 1993, which 130 

conferred them more power to control markets and the collection of revenue in the municipal, 131 

metropolitan, and district assemblies (Amoako-Tuffour, 2007). The expected benefits in exchange 132 

for the collected fees in the market which never materialized undermined the trust of the vendors in 133 

the authorities, in addition to the perceived discrimination to informal food traders (Resnick & 134 

Sivasubramanian 2020). Across the country, 32 acts of suppression to traders were recorded 135 

between 2000 and 2016, of which half occurred in Accra. Despite the change in the ruling party, 136 

crackdowns have been relatively constant, especially in Accra. This phenomenon can be explained 137 

by the low decentralization and the high autonomy of the local administrations over markets, which 138 

makes city mayors unconcerned about voters and the national government inactive in the face of 139 

oppression (Resnick, 2019). In the north of the country, markets have been less instrumentalized by 140 

politicians which align with the findings of Resnik (2019) who describe higher levels of political 141 

trust in Tamale, fewer collectors, and the lowest market fee rate. Nevertheless, the local press 142 

continues to report interviews with government officials, and institution representatives which 143 

uphold the stereotype that market women hold a monopoly over the sources of supply and are 144 

determining commodity prices (CUTS, 2016). Even today gender mainstreaming has not positively 145 

impacted the discourse on female traders. 146 
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2.3. Tomato traders in Ghana 147 

The best-documented market associations in Ghana are the tomato traders (Adimabuno, 2010; 148 

Robinson & Kolavalli 2010; Amikuzuno, 2009; Amikuzuno & von Cramon-Taubadel 2012). For 149 

this commodity, “tomato queens” are itinerant traders who provide the direct link between 150 

producers in the hinterlands and the urban consumption area. Tomato women’s associations are 151 

found to be highly powerful institutions and are referred to as ‘cartels’ or ‘mafia’ groups in the 152 

cities of Kumasi and Accra (Ngeleza & Robinson 2011; Robinson & Kolavalli 2010a; Adimabuno, 153 

2010). Transporting this highly perishable and delicate vegetable from the extreme north of the 154 

country to the south on poor roads comes with considerable transaction costs and risks. The trading 155 

networks are strong and provide traders a specific weekday on which they can travel to the farms. 156 

This system creates a monopoly for tomato traders and, as it regulates the amount of tomatoes, 157 

provides cartel rents and avoids oversupply on one side, and reduces the risks of investment losses 158 

on the other (Adimabuno, 2010; Ngeleza & Robinson 2013). Farmers from the production region in 159 

the Upper East can either sell to the itinerant traders or take their produce to the market in the 160 

region and bear the cost of transport and the risk of not selling the perishable product. Ngeleza and 161 

Robinson (2013) studied the price dynamics between actors and regions in the tomato trade and 162 

found that despite farmers complaints on the price differential between the amount paid to them and 163 

the price traders obtain in urban markets, it is significantly higher than what they receive in nearby 164 

markets, on the same day. Furthermore, the authors found that the observed price differential 165 

between the production area and urban markets in the south of the country exceeds by far the 166 

transport costs, and they conclude that traders share the cartel rent with the farmers from whom they 167 

purchase tomatoes. However, this system comes at the expense of farmers in the Upper East region 168 

that can´t sell to the itinerant traders and sell their tomatoes at lower prices or may abandon tomato 169 

farming because the market is smaller than it would be without market restrictions. Additionally, 170 
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Figure 1: Map of markets included in the study 

 Location of markets visited  

the price differential also affects urban consumers (Robinson & Kolavalli 2010b; Ngeleza & 171 

Robinson 2013).   172 

Despite this case for tomatoes, to our knowledge, there is no comprehensive study that explores the 173 

role of MQ in the context of staple crops, which differ on many dimensions from a delicate, fresh, 174 

perishable fruit grown in the north of the country and sold hundreds of kilometers of rough roads 175 

away, in the south.   176 

3. Methodology  177 

Empirical data was collected in seven months during two periods between September 2015 and 178 

September 2016 in all 10 regions of Ghana. The markets visited include regional (10), district 179 

capitals (25), and community markets (9). Larger cities have more markets; therefore, the total 180 

https://www.degruyter.com/view/journals/jafio/11/1/article-p15.xml#CIT0028_w2aab3b7d128b1b6b1ab2b1c28Aa
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number of markets visited was 45.    181 

3.1. Data collection 182 

A qualitative research approach was adopted for this study. To gain insights into the behavioral 183 

perception, action, and values in the complex context of the research, we applied a combination of 184 

research methods: (i) literature-based study; (ii) direct and participant observations; and (iii) in-185 

depth interviews following an interview guide to gain insights into the market associations and in 186 

the dynamics that govern traders’ associations. These methods enabled a rich understanding of the 187 

daily market life’s complexity; they also ease capturing the functions of existing networks and 188 

facilitated gaining insights into the views on matters discussed with participants.  189 

The selection of interviewees was done through purposeful sampling, determined by the following 190 

criteria:  191 

(i) Commodity sold: The traders interviewed were selling cassava, plantain, and maize in 192 

the south and dried fish, yam, and maize in the north. Maize is common nationwide, 193 

cassava and yam represented the prevalent starchy stable crops in the south and northern 194 

regions, respectively; plantain and fish were chosen because of their importance in the 195 

regional diet.  196 

(ii) Role in the market network: The data was collected from market traders with and 197 

without a leadership function;  198 

(iii) Spatial position in the market: Additional traders were selected out of their position in 199 

the market, (e.g., distant from the group leader). 200 

The inclusion of interviewees was determined by the concept of theoretical saturation, described in 201 

Grounded Theory (see Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  202 

A total of 71 in-depth interviews were conducted (Table 1) of ~1.5 hours. The interviews were 203 

recorded and transcribed; this study is based on the analysis of the original interviews and the 204 

participant’s observations as the core of the empirical data. Additionally, we conducted 14 key 205 
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informant interviews ranging from farmers to representatives from research and government 206 

institutions. The interviews covered the different topics and recurring themes are presented in table 207 

2, following flexible interview guidelines enabled to capture rich qualitative data without requiring 208 

prolonged interviews (Shabbir & Di Gregorio 1996). 209 

By using qualitative methods, it was possible to disclose features on the market associations’ 210 

structure and their network, which are difficult to reveal with other methods. Moreover, the 211 

approach allowed accounting for difficult-to-measure variables, such as social standing, reputation, 212 

and trust. The empirical findings aim to shed light on indigenous market institutions that are not 213 

fully understood but play an important role for female traders and contribute to food security and 214 

the functioning of the value chain. 215 

Table 1: Overview of interviews conducted by market type and function of traders 216 

 Regional/District 

 capitals 

Communities Total 

 Daily 

market 

(type 1) 

Weekly 

market 

(type 2) 

Weekly community 

market  

(type 3) 

 

Total markets 25 11 9 45 

Market queen 2 - 8 20 

Commodity queen 17 9 - 26 

Trader 11 8 6 25 

Total Traders Interviewed  40 17 14 71 

Total Key Informant Interviews     14 

Total Interviews     85 
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Source: Authors 217 

3.2. Data analysis 218 

Data analysis was performed in a multi-stage approach. Initially, the recorded interviews and data 219 

were organized, transcribed, and coded. Then, recurrent themes and patterns were identified. Next, 220 

respondents were clustered and answers to the research questions were reviewed. For classification, 221 

summarization, and tabulation, a content analysis was carried out. For this latter approach, the main 222 

instrument used was the formation of codes and categories (Cresswell, 2007). After reviewing and 223 

interpreting code-category relations, the data were summarized under larger categorical themes by 224 

combining subcategories, which are developed by arranging and grouping coded themes (Merriam, 225 

2009). 226 

3.3. Validation 227 

To ensure the quality of information collected, member checks were performed. The data and its 228 

interpretation were continuously tested during interviews with the respondents by paraphrasing the 229 

information in clear and simple words for verification. Furthermore, peer debriefing was carried out 230 

during several occasions at the university and at international conferences where the findings were 231 

presented and discussed (Bitsch, 2005). The combination of different data collection and quality 232 

testing approaches compensated for the limitations of the single methods (Brewer & Hunter 1989; 233 

Guba, 1981).  234 

4. Results  235 

In this section, we present the results from our investigation and highlight the different structural 236 

arrangements between market typologies and regions, the overall organization of the female-led-237 

market organization, the role of the market queens, and the perception of the associations outside 238 

the market arrangements.  239 
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4.1. Variations between markets 240 

Overall, markets differ in size, schedule, between rural and urban areas, and within the urban 241 

setting. These markets are populated by different types of traders from itinerant part-time agents 242 

trading in small amounts, to large full-time rural and urban traders with long-lasting agreements 243 

with farmers. We categorize the markets into three types.  244 

Market type 1- In large urban centers, there is usually at least one daily market with consistent full-245 

time traders’ basic infrastructure such as stalls, public toilets, and waste collection systems are 246 

available. For these services, traders need to pay a toll. 247 

Market type 2 - Markets that operate regularly, on a 3-8 days basis. These markets are located at the 248 

outskirts of towns, usually present with very poor or no infrastructure; here different groups of 249 

traders and consumers come together: farmers that sell directly, wholesalers and long-distance 250 

traders that fill up their trucks, chop bar owners, private consumers, as well as fulltime traders from 251 

the daily market that purchase part of their supply. These markets represent a very dynamic and 252 

well-attended platform and, due to the direct interaction with producers’, prices are lower. 253 

Market types 1 and 2 commonly coexist.   254 

Market type 3 - In smaller towns, usually there are only weekly markets, and traders are either 255 

farmers from the surroundings or itinerant full-time traders that rotate between nearby locations. 256 

Part-time traders usually do not organize in groups. 257 

4.2. Differences between traders   258 

Trading is dominated by market fluctuations, transportation uncertainties, and multiple risks (e.g., 259 

robberies, extortion, loss of the produce through accidents, no credit repayment from farmers), and 260 

market women have to take winnings or losses as they come. To face those risks, full-time traders, 261 

in both daily and weekly markets, have come together in groups to ensure each other a safety net. 262 

All markets host one MQ (market types 1-3) and multiple commodity queens in larger markets 263 

(market types 1 and 2) where sellers organize into groups depending on the commodity sold. 264 
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Similar commodities have comparable purchasing, trading, and storage conditions; and make the 265 

exchange of information, skills, and spaces very valuable. For example, the plantain trader’s 266 

association would be led by the ‘bordiee hemaa’ (plantain queen mother). In large cities, with more 267 

groups selling the same commodities, sellers join the group based on shared norms, trust, and 268 

ethnicity (market types 1 and 2).  269 

Both commodity and market queens are important centralizing and coordinating agents in the 270 

complex market network. The respect and authority given by social norms and the recognition of 271 

their offices are crucial for the smooth running of the market business. Participation in the group 272 

secures access to the safety net of the association as well as from reduced transaction costs for 273 

transport and information. Members have to comply with the rules, contribute when others are in 274 

need, and be aware that failing any of these responsibilities can lead to exclusion from the group. 275 

MQs are the link between local authorities and the commodity queens, and the first contact person 276 

for matters concerning the entire market population.  277 

In all cases, MQs are the link between traditional and government authorities, as well as between 278 

traders and traders’ groups (table 2). Changes in the market infrastructure and information on events 279 

are communicated through the queen to the members. As she represents the traders, she is expected 280 

to attend celebrations as well as traditional and customary events.  281 

At all markets visited, the leaders preside over disputes and enforce contractual arrangements 282 

between the agents in the market. For the parties involved, accepting the queens’ decision is the 283 

cheapest way of enforcing controversial contract arrangements. The queen’s reputation to be a fair 284 

negotiator and a person ‘who does not love to fight’ (cassava trader Sunyani, 2015) is important for 285 

the efficiency of everyone’s business.  286 

‘Being the queen is an honor (laugh)… but it is also a big burden and you need someone, you see 287 

my daughter here, she is here every day, as a queen you are called everywhere in the market, all the 288 
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time, and who runs your business? (laugh)…There is no benefit… only the respect’  289 

(Commodity queen Koforidua). 290 

The essence of the quote was emphasized in many interviews. The office is a sign of prestige and 291 

respect, and some acknowledged that they have a better bargaining position with wholesalers 292 

however, holding the office was often described as more of a burden because of the time-consuming 293 

activities involved at the expense of trading. 294 

4.3. The qualities and functions of the Market Queens  295 

According to the interviews conducted all MQ and commodity queens included in our study are 296 

democratically elected by the group members and will be in office until death, which can be many 297 

decades. However, the group members can call in new elections if the leader is considered not 298 

suitable for the tasks. This procedure was equally mentioned in the north and south of Ghana. Man, 299 

in the market generally trade high-value goods, such as livestock, meat, and cola nuts.  300 

Theoretically, all group members are eligible for the MQ or commodity queen position, however, 301 

respondents identified traits a queen should have. In Table 2, recurring themes are summarized and 302 

are separated by region to highlight any differences.  303 

Table 2: Themes mentioned by respondents during the interviews 304 

 

 

Themes 

Percent of respondents who mentioned 

theme 

Traders in the south  

(39 respondents) 

Traders in the north 

(32 respondents) 

Functions of the leader    

The link between the market and the traditional 

and government authorities  

100% 71% 
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Coordinate the market’s activities  100% 90% 

Enforce contractual arrangements  92% 81% 

Preside over disputes  100% 87% 

Functions of the group    

Insurance against adverse events  59% 90% 

Protection against opportunistic behavior  73% 74% 

Financial support for funerals 95% 81% 

Access lending and saving facility 27% 100% 

Qualities of the organization leader    

Good character  86% 71% 

Good rhetoric skills 73% 39% 

Well-connected in the community, with other 

traders and farmers  

95% 61% 

Families’ trading history 32% 84% 

Social status/wealth  38% 90% 

Source: Authors 305 

4.4. Variation of the market organizations between regions 306 

Prevailing functions and norms reflect the ethnic context in which the groups operate.  307 

The south is a prevailing Akan-dominated region of matrilineal kinship (from where the wording 308 

MQ is borrowed), where the chief and the queen mother are in charge of the community's 309 

wellbeing. Accordingly, MQs are responsible for the associations and are the reference point for 310 

traders and she has to uphold the reputation of the entire group and her own. She oversees the 311 

finances of the group that are meant to provide support to the members in times of need. Members 312 
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contribute to support peers during hardship and can count on help in case they face hard times due 313 

to, e.g., robberies, transport breakdowns with loss of the perishable products and/or shocks not 314 

related to trade such as hospital bills and funerals. The membership in the group offers a safety net 315 

but also, access to a saving and lending service.  316 

Communities in the north are shaped by the prevailing patrilineal kinship, mainly Dagombas, with a 317 

large share of the Muslim population. Widely adopted by the traders are the rotating savings and 318 

credit associations (ROSCAs) and the peer-to-peer banking and lending systems. Associations 319 

collected regularly contributions to be deposited into a common bank account. If the savings are not 320 

withdrawn because of need the total amount (including interests) would be divided equally among 321 

the members. Access to informal savings and credit is extremely important for traders with small 322 

capital and no collateral to access from formal financial services.  323 

Across regions and ethnicities, funerals are considered a major hardship and in this time the group 324 

support is sorely needed. 325 

4.5. Perceptions of trader organizations and MQs 326 

The opinions of the government representatives and researchers interviewed were generally aligned 327 

with and reflected what can be found in the local news. Market traders are pictured as greedy, 328 

powerful, heartless businesswomen taking advantage of their strategic position at the expense of 329 

farmers and consumers. MQs are seen as the sole decider on market issues, a ‘the cartel’ institution 330 

that puts up entry barriers for new traders and forces farmers to sell at a loss. However, the 331 

respondents could not give a detailed description of their roles, their ways of acting, differences at 332 

local or commodity level, or markets. 333 

‘MQs decide on the price of plantains in the market and are allowed to pick one plantain from each 334 

seller and resell them at their stall. They have a lot of power’  335 

(interview government employee, Accra, 2015).  336 
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‘The queen would do anything to sell at a high price. It doesn’t matter if the price is good for the 337 

farmer or those buying ’ (interview researcher, Kumasi, 2016). 338 

In contrast, the perceptions of farmers were positive. They acknowledged the essential role female 339 

traders play in marketing their produce. The majority reported good personal and business relations. 340 

Furthermore, at the market ground, they reported the essential mediation role of the MQs.   341 

5. Discussion 342 

We provide a multifaceted picture of trader organizations and their leaders in the entire country. In 343 

this section, we discuss the discrepancy between the narrative collected in the market against the 344 

one repeated by representatives of local institutions and in the literature.  345 

5.1. Heterogeneity of commodities, markets, and traders  346 

In the discussion about the role, functions, and power of the MQs, one has to differentiate between 347 

the commodities, markets, and the overall cultural context. 348 

First, this work concentrates on market associations of regionally important commodities, such as 349 

tubers, plantains, maize, and dried fish. These crops are produced locally in backyards and can be 350 

transported in bulk. However, most available studies focus on itinerant tomato traders, who take 351 

risks and bear the costs of traveling from the south to the north of the country. Under those 352 

circumstances, a well-organized system that determines the days and the quantities of the highly 353 

perishable good that enter the market is critical (Adimabuno, 2010; Wongnaa et al. 2014; 354 

Amikuzuno, 2009; Okali & Sumberg 2012). However, for the investigated commodities, queens are 355 

not regulating the market but are rather the chairperson of a structured group of retailers, which 356 

offers valuable services and provides a vital safety net.  357 

Secondly, one has to differentiate between types of markets. In weekly markets (market type 2), the 358 

control over quantities and prices is improbable due to the mixed and dynamic population of 359 
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traders, many of which are part-time traders. Part-time trading presents farmers an opportunity for 360 

additional income. In contrast, in daily markets (market type 1) the queen has power and could 361 

influence market arrangement, however, no evidence of control over the products sold was ever 362 

observed at any point in time. Like any other chairperson, they might take drastic measures to 363 

exclude a member that does not comply with the rules and have a say on who enters the group.  364 

Lastly, from the results collected among all ten regions in Ghana, it was possible to categorize 365 

trader organizations based on their regional and ethnic affiliations. Female trader organizations in 366 

southern Ghana are imprinted by the matrilinear Akan-dominated structures. The north is 367 

dominated by patrilineal ethnic groups, with a large share of the Muslim population. The negative 368 

perception of traders was not found to be embedded in the society as much as it was in the south. 369 

Markets in the north were less politicized in the past, and negative perception of traders less 370 

dominant.  371 

In large urban centers, where people migrate in the hope to have better opportunities than in the 372 

rural areas, commodity groups are further divided by ethnicity. This allows groups to be smaller, 373 

fosters a sense of unity, trust, and is based on the common understanding of norms and behavior 374 

(Fehr et al., 1997). 375 

5.2. Organizations’ function and role of the leader 376 

The results highlight the important safety-net role that enables female traders to participate in the 377 

vibrant market business and allows them to overcome hardships and sustain, not only the running of 378 

the value chains but, also the country’s economy. The economic viability of trading depends on the 379 

ability to access credits, savings, and having an insurance type of system against losses. Women 380 

trader’s organizations across Africa are known to provide guarantees for credit (Baden, 1998) and 381 

access to savings services has been shown to increase investments, especially among female 382 

entrepreneurs (Dupas & Robinson 2013). Schindler (2010) illustrates how banks express their 383 

mistrust to grant access to financial services for market women and alternatives to financially 384 
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support traders are not available. In the absence of a public social protection system, trading at the 385 

smallest level supports subsistence; due to risks associated with trading, associations fill the gap of 386 

financial institutions and play a major role in developing countries (Zeller et al., 1997). For petty 387 

traders, high transaction costs arise due to the small amounts bought from many farmers and sold in 388 

small amounts to a large number of customers. Organizations are crucial to decrease these costs 389 

(Smith & Luttrell 1994; Fafchamps & Minten 2001) and networks represent an indispensable 390 

support system where formal structures are lacking (Evers & Gerke 2007). Female-led associations 391 

solve some of the structural problems of traders, but at the same time, traders are confined by social 392 

norms and shared poverty. Evers and Schrader (1994) found that group membership based on 393 

ethnicity solves ‘the trader’s dilemma’ by exempting traders from their moral obligations to support 394 

their people and customers. However, female traders in Ghana are neither socially nor ethnically 395 

different from the community in whose midst they live and therefore, it remains difficult to pull out 396 

from traditional moral obligations. Historically, middlemen minorities are found in almost every 397 

society (Chinese throughout Southeast Asia, Persians in India, Igbos in Nigeria, Indians in East 398 

Africa, Lebanese in West Africa, and the European example of discrimination against Jewish 399 

traders, which reached a peak in World War II). Common to these minorities is that, despite 400 

discrimination, they were able to gain prosperity, were able to access quality education, and become 401 

the most successful ethnic group in their respective societies. Politicians targeted these minorities to 402 

increase their power (which has been successful, see Hitler in Germany, Mugabe in Zimbabwe, 403 

Milosevic in Serbia), and consequently, traders were, and are victims of violence, repression, and 404 

racialist programs (Chua, 2002). 405 

In Ghana, in the past MQs have been politicized, and in times of scarcities, MQs were criticized to 406 

divert attention from underlying political and economic problems. “Market women, because of their 407 

visible role, were forced to bear the brunt of public displeasure provoked by shortages in goods, 408 

invisible inflation, the decline in terms of trade, corruption, and incompetence" (Robertson, 1983: 409 

469). As a result, the public perception of MQs who impose prices and even create artificial 410 
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shortages in the market to control quantities is very widespread and was repeatedly mentioned. This 411 

could also have been fueled by studies on tomato marketing and has been subliminally projected to 412 

other traders. Nevertheless, to the best of our knowledge, little evidence-based data is available 413 

which explains the negative reputation. Minorities described by Chua (2002), have rather limited 414 

contact with the dominant population and are increasingly becoming wealthy, prestigious members 415 

of society; in contrast, market women in Ghana belong to the same prevailing ethnic community in 416 

the region and are not visibly accumulating savings or increasing their wealth. 417 

5.3. Power and norms  418 

From the key informant interviews, we learned that queens in markets are perceived to exercise 419 

power over producers, traders, and prices. The statements that found market queens to be an 420 

obstacle to fair prices, and to the free market, were the only narrative originating from institutions 421 

outside of the market. Foucault (1978) argues that power operates through discourse rather than 422 

structures. ‘The way we talk about something’ is the discourse he refers to. Knowledge is at the 423 

base of how the conversation is established by dominant social figures (e.g., employees from the 424 

ministry and other government institutions) who know and consequently are considered an 425 

authority. The discourse influences the way the rest of society perceives the market woman.  426 

In Foucault's view, power is everywhere. It is not attributed to an institution or an individual it 427 

rather resides in the complex strategic relations in a society. Queens in the market, like any other 428 

organization’s chairs or CEOs, have influence and power because it is part of the market's and the 429 

society's dynamics. As seen above, the queens are chosen based on their capacity to enforce 430 

contracts and lobby for the group. Queens do have power as traditional authorities that take their 431 

legitimacy from tradition and costumes. Lyon (2000) and Lyon and Porter (2009), analyzing the 432 

role of moral norms, trust, and networks in the agricultural markets in Nigeria and Ghana (Accra), 433 

conclude that strongly enforced moral norms make competitors act as colleagues and do not let the 434 

market spiral into chaos. The strength of the groups is based on common values, beliefs, tradition, 435 
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and on the recognition of the leadership, like the chieftaincy system. As discussed by Amartya Sen 436 

(1999) the market economy is closely linked with business ethics, the economy needs values and 437 

commitments such as mutual trust and confidence to function properly. Members of a community 438 

accept certain rules and comply with the norms out of loyalty towards others in the community. The 439 

interviews with the farmers show that this aspect is not limited to socio-cultural market 440 

environments.  The good relationships between farmers and traders in Ghana are reported in the 441 

literature, (Lyon, 2000; Adimabuno, 2010). Intending to empower female farmers and promote 442 

commercialization of products in a gender-equitable way, several projects, programs, and NGOs 443 

have focused their work of forming female farmer groups as an intervention to strengthen the 444 

position of its members (Quisumbing & Pandolfelli 2010; Fischer & Qaim 2012; Ogunlela & 445 

Mukhtar 2009). However, the way the sense of identity operates can hardly be constructed by 446 

NGOs or development programs.  447 

5.4. The myth of the Market Queen 448 

The economics literature has focused very much on intra-household bargaining models and has 449 

provided a powerful rationale of why women are disadvantaged. Consequently, the need for 450 

strategies to empower women is widely emphasized in the development literature. Are women 451 

inherently suppressed unless they belong to social elites or benefit from empowerment efforts? 452 

Besides, if spaces exist where rural women traditionally exercise power, why has it not found its 453 

way into the value chain, the social network, or development literature? Is there not much to learn 454 

from situations in which women have traditionally been able to exercise power, even in societies 455 

where discrimination against women is widespread? There are many examples of the development 456 

sector’s project activities organizing women groups to empower them. However, there seems little 457 

space for rural women in developing societies with powerful roles who have not been empowered 458 

by some type of support. This study challenges this misconception.  459 
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As previously indicated, Foucault’s concepts of power and discourse may help to explain this. In his 460 

work ‘The Will to Knowledge’, Foucault (1978) explains that the type of scientific evidence 461 

produced – or not produced – on a subject has a far-reaching influence on the discourse of the 462 

subject. Foucault recommends analysing the strategies that are immanent in the will to knowledge 463 

and examining the ‘political economy’ of knowledge production (Foucault, 1978: 73). Foucault also 464 

draws attention to the issues that are not articulated in a discourse: ‘We must try to determine the 465 

different ways of not saying such things, how those who can and those who cannot speak of them 466 

are distributed, which type of discourse is authorized […]. There is not one, but many silences, and 467 

they are an integral part of the strategies that underlie and permeate discourses.’ (Foucault, 1978: 468 

27).  469 

Applying these considerations to our case, we can try to answer the question: Why have recent 470 

studies just reproduced the negative public discourse about MQs rather than questioning this 471 

discourse? Considering Foucault’s propositions on the relations between knowledge production, 472 

discourse, and power, one can hypothesize that the negative discourse on MQs may have several 473 

sources: One source could be a generally negative perception of traders and middlemen (in this case 474 

middlewomen), which is widely documented in the sociological literature on trade and markets in 475 

developing societies. Another source may be a disguised form of opposition that stems from the fact 476 

that MQs and the associations they represent have achieved a level of empowerment that is 477 

perceived to be a threat in a male-dominated society. The argument that MQs form a ‘cartel’ or 478 

‘mafia’ is a discursive strategy that provides a rationale to abolish this institution since the 479 

multifaceted functions MQs cover as elected leaders of self-help associations would undermine this 480 

discursive strategy. Females who are empowered based on their collective action do not fit well into 481 

the discourse of development organizations, which raise their funds by implementing projects that 482 

aim at empowering suppressed women. 483 
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6. Conclusion 484 

A large body of literature has focused on intra-household gender roles, where women generally 485 

power poor, but less portrayed are powerful female organizations and their structures. This study 486 

revealed regional differences between female-led groups and the commodities traded, shedding 487 

light on the multiple facets of the associations. The focus of this work is on organizations that are 488 

trading food crops, mainly staples, contributing to food security, both in large and small cities and 489 

very small communities. Furthermore, this study did not find evidence of cartel-like institutions due 490 

to the diverse group of traders, which also included direct marketing by producers. Market 491 

institutions facilitate women to access credit and savings in infrastructure-poor areas, and 492 

throughout the country, market associations are important for women to engage in risky activities. 493 

While the literature has gone a long way to discover why and how rural women in developing 494 

societies are disadvantaged, there may be merit in paying more attention to strategies that women 495 

have been able to employ to empower themselves, even in societies characterized by rigid gender 496 

norms that disadvantage women. In the case of MQs, these strategies of self-empowerment by 497 

collective action can be expected to be hidden from public view and confronted with an often 498 

(aggressive) negative discourse. As argued in this article, the political economy of knowledge 499 

production may reinforce such discourse; the task of emancipatory social science is to challenge it. 500 
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