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With this brief paper | would like to introduce a critic anadysin the role of
the British colonial power with regard to the crystalliaatiof ethnic identities and
the building of new political subjects.

| suggest that growpcompeting vision of political issues, as the access to land
and political representation, are channels to ethnic basditadotonflicts and |
would like to demonstrate that these conflicts must msidered in their historical
context in order to discern the myriad factors that contribute to them.

Furthermore, I would like to focus on some aspects of Ghana’s current political
life which reflect the exportation and appropriation of politicadels put in place by
British colonial policy, offering very interesting exemplificati®@ more general
guestions about the building of postcolonial state in Africa.

British colonial policy played an undeniably critical roletive formation of
modern ethnic identities and inter-ethnic relations by ingailgroup identities into
colonial law and, consequently, rendering these identities legdily. sta

One of the most significant consequences of British muldlarthern Ghana
was that it defined the local societies in term of a “tribal model”. Within this model,
chieftaincy was central in determining a group’s political status.

The dichotomy between “stateless groups” and “chiefly groups”, traced during

the colonial period, is still today a viable model inrthern Ghanaian political life,



so much so one of the so-called stateless groups, the Kbakpeople, is fighting
for acquiring chieftaincy institution.

The case study is provided by the situation of chaos charactetizeng
Northern Region of the country, affected by recurrent explosion of sal gatler-
ethnic violence since the 1980s.

| concentrated my researoh the so called “Guineafowl War” of 1994. The
name refers to the episode that sparked off the conflict: a dispeteaqrice of a
guinea fowl between a Nanumba and a Konkomba at Nakpayili market near &imbill
located in the south-eastern part of the Northern Region.

The Guinea Fowl War is the last and the bloodiest epispddong and never
resolved dispute of land ownership and access to politicaégeptation, which
involves the major populations of the region, Dagomba, NaaunKonkomba
totalling at least fifteen thousand deaths and more than ordrdalisixty thousand
internally displaced people.

My analysis highlights the problem of a postcolonial state wheespite
current upholding of participative democracy, access to resources #tidalpo
representation is still deeply tied to the so called tradhtinstitution of chieftaincy
as it was during the colonial era.

Dagomba, Nanumba and Konkomba are mainly farmers and share tee sam
territory, the same villages and the same markets from centuries. gdekydifferent
languages and they have different socio-political systemisthay are socially,
politically and economically interconnected since pre-colonial times.

Dagomba and Nanumba traditionally descend from the same ancestor, th
both speak avole-Dagbani language, and they often refer to themselves as one
single population.

They probably arrived in the present day Northern Region in different waves of
migration, culminating with the last one around the end of the K\¢dntury.

Dagomba and Nanumba have a centralised and hierarchic socicapolit

structure, based omaam, which is today identified in chieftaincy institutioNaam



represent the power and the territory in which the power is exefteese two
elements are embodied in the figure of the two paramount chief, tiNaYar the
Dagomba and the Bimbilla Na for the Nanumba.

The Konkombas speak@ur language, and they were probably settled in the
area before the arrival of this Dagomba migration. They are orgaaceerding to a
structure defined as being “acephalous” or “stateless”, owing to the lack of a
recognised chief or king as a centralizing figure of power. From thepEans
colonial administrators and antlprdogists’ point of view, this type of political
system was characterised by a lack of central political authosty kack of an
administrative system and judicial institutions. Lineagegypla fundamental role in
the socio-political structure of these societies, so madhessocial anthropology has
defined themasbeing “segmentary systems”, as Evans-Pritchard and Fortes suggest.

Following dagomba and nanumba customary law, Konkombas are
“traditionally” subject to the paramount chiefs’ decisions, which have to give their
consent with settlement and allocate them land to live @mkd&mbas must also give
part of their harvest as a tribute to the paramount chiefs, and pay chiefs amik$sib
to solve civil disputes.

On account of their lack of a supralocal organisation, in fact,arcémturies
before the colonial period the Konkomba became the object of a feeakof
hegemonic or military control, and of slave hunting, onghd of their neighbours,
above all the Dagomba.

The subordinate position of the Konkomba was notably radeshlduring the
colonial period, as we will see, giving rise to ever worseningtiogls between
neighbours, and giving rise to the production of new political caies)

It’s just the Konkomba’s critic on the so called “Dagbon and Nanun traditiohs
that was one of the major causes of the conflicts that erupted in theeidRegion.

The first fights in the 1980s were caused by several clastestie rights of
Nanumba and Dagomba chiefs, over their claims to homage antksiiland above

all the question whether it was permissible for the Konkombsetibe their dispute



among themselves, rather than running to the Nanumba and Dagtmelfs for
mediation. The Nanumba and Dagomba chiefs accused several gmoKankomla
of assuming chiefly rights in acting as judges in dispu®ng settlers. The settling
of dispute out of court is one of the most important sourcascoime for northern
chiefs, if not the most important. It is customary to brimgpdte before the chiefs
first, who receive court fees and fine payment in cash or in kind.

The situation got worse when, in 1994, the Konkomba leaderarakd for an
independent paramount status for their chief of Saboba, withitihhéo emancipate
themselves completely from Dagomba and Nanumba traditional sovereignty.

So, what is “customary law”? And what is “tradition”?

The “tradition” to which Dagomba and Nanumba chiefs refers to when they
say “Konkombas wanto go against our tradition” or “the main cause of the war was
the critic on Dagbon anNanun tradition”, is not a static concept rooted in a timeless
past.

The customary law, that should grant respect to the so dadidiion, was
built, invented and reinvented during the colonial era, dumihg the post colonial
period as well.

The pre-colonial political relationship between Konkomba ckm$ Dagbon
changed as Dagbon's political status evolved, a trend tminwed during the
colonial and posiadependence periods. Dagbon’s political expansion between the
XVth and XVIith centuries direct affected Konkomba clans by forcingmt to
migrate eastward and find new settlements and social formation.

The outpost that Dagomba established during 1700s ar@s 180aid slaves
allowed Dagbon to exercise some political influence in Kekpokpbut the vast
majority of Konkombas remained politically autonomous.

During the closing decades of the Nineteenth century, Europeans powams beg
using their military advantage to gain political control over kbwer Volta basin.

Their invasions were part of a larger social and political dismghat began in the



region toward the end of the Eighteenth century, and includedldiie saids of
Samori Ture and the Zabarimas, particularly under the leadership of Babatu.

They launched raids against the peoples to the north andofv&sgbon,
causing widespread displacement and political disruption, ioc@dly in the service
of the Ya Na but often independently. These activities cafm®egd migrations,
slavery and the weakening of political powers among certain polities.

Although European invasions and the consolidation efn@n, French and
British power over the region was part of this process ofakabsruption, the
changes that their presence produced were far more dynamic and far-reaching.

German political power in the lower Volta basin was brief, roughlgtseigars,
until 1916. Although German conquest was particularlyenibln the Konkomba and
Dagomba areas, it is likely that these groups responded to @ima@ forces as
simply one of myriad groups launching incursion in thesigd. Dagomba, Nanumba
and Konkomba, in fact, seem to have fought against German somehdvetoget

After the end of the World War | and the defeat of the German troops, th
German Togoland was divided in two portions, and thedBrijradually assumed the
control of the western part, that became formally part of the Bjlissdiction in
1920 as a Protectorate.

The British method for establishing effective control in the Northern Terstorie
of the Gold Coastrevolved around their notion of what constituted a “legitimate
tribe”. A central feature of their policy was to organize local societies around British
conceptions of preelonial “tribal” structures.

From the very beginning British officials sought to estabéffective control
over the region through African authorities, a prelude of the indirectysierss.

In areas were there was a dearth of suitable chiefs to be co-opted) Britis
officials sought to create them by appointing individual® wbemed to possess local

prestige and authority.



The local political authority encompassed in this relatigngstablished a
framework in which old and new African rulers could easily exphlaise groups that
British officials labelled as their political subordinates.

The use of African chiefs to aid in colonial administration, however, gage tho
unprecedented powers over their own societies and, in many ocasgishouring
groups.

The British believed that once incorporated into the coloadhinistrative
structure, politically viable “traditional” rulers would serve to check the rise of
politically assertive, educated African leaders by reinforcing sindt African
political sphere and confining them to it.

In order to realize this project, the colonial administrateosild ensure the
loyalty of the leaders of the most politically viable groupghe region. So, British
colonial power appointed the rulers of chiefly groups “custodians” and managers of
the land they wanted to administer.

Therefore, the formal introduction of indirect rule in the Northern Titeres in
1932 further increased chiefly powers.

Firstly, conferences were held at whitdie “constitutions” of the so called
“majority tribes” were written. The most important of this were Gonja, Dagbon,
Mamprugu, Nanun and Wa, and it should be pointed out thahemf the so called
“minority tribes”, such as the Konkombas, Nchumuru, Vagla and so on were invited
to any of this conferences, neither were effortsdeng write their “traditional
constitutions.

At these conferences the divisional chiefs, the elders and tihepemsts were
compelled to recognize the authority of the paramount chiefseothiefly groups
and pay them homage.

In addition, these chiefs were given tribunals at which thelddoy all cases
except the criminal ones, and they were also given treasurieswhitd they
collected taxes supposedly to be used for the development of the ‘“Native Authority”

areas.



During the 1930s, the British colonial power achieve what waetee as the
centre of their administrative agenda in the Northern Tewrgoof the Gold Coast:
incorporating all the small and scattered non-centralized graup the political
structures of the five groups recognized as centralised, Gonja,Méafamprugu,
Nanun and Dagbon.

Pre-colonial relations seem to have been negotiable. But, aawseshen, the
colonial period formalised ethnically segregated “traditional” political structures,
allowing domination to become more exploitative.

This has brought about the marginalization in terms ofrobof the land and
in fact the political exclusion of those populations that weking chieftaincy
institutions.

All these labels, “chiefly” vs. “acephalous”, “majority groups” vs. “minority
groups”, became integral part of the local political language, rising to tregust of
crucial tools in order to establish who should be inetudn or excluded from
citizenship rights.

Ghana after independence, achieved in 1957, has not been alwier¢ome
this dichotomy, which kept helping to relegate thedted “acephalous” societies in
a condition of political, social and economic subordination.

The centrality of chieftaincy in modern Ghanaian politics grdguad to
direct chinges in the “minority groups’ political status, above all the Konkomba
people. It must be pointed out, in fact, that chieftaincy todayesent local political
power and, since the passage of the 1979 Land Tenure Act, also land ownership.

During the first two decades of Ghana’s independence, the Konkombas
emerged as a politically conscious ethnic group with an eeligadlitical elite,
united under the umbrella of KOYA, the Konkomba Youth Association.

Although Konkombas has achieved political recognition tthothe presence
of Konkomba politicians holding national office, much of guditical class remained
dissatisfied with what they perceived to be unjust Dagonaitigal influence over

Konkombas. Many Konkombas leaders began to argue that cerghaptbblems



was that they don’t have nationally recognised chiefs. So, although they comprised
the second largest group in the Northern Region (data fr&@® d¢®&nsus), the nation
still regarded them as a “minority group”.

Therefore, in the 1970s, chieftaincy and Konkomba political amgrformed
the centre of Konkomba politics and, consequently, confiliiis the leaders of the
centralized groups. In fact the latter gave rise to a campaignsadlae rights of
Konkomba people to emancipate themselves, in name of the “tradition”.

The fact thaKonkomba’s political elite fought, and is actually still fighting, in
order to change their socio-political status and obtain ttegration of a Paramount
Chief is a fundamental issue to understand the effect of the cpasitibn of the
chieftaincy institution in the Ghanaian contemporary politiaatiscape.This has led
to the creation of two different levels of representation in the local political araha, a
consequently of two different way to access to resources.

Has we have seen, land tenure is still today in the hande athiefs, and in
fact in the hands of chiefly groups. The failure of the modern Géyrameaation-state
in creating a new system of representation, different from the so called “traditional”
one that has been directly inherited from British coloniaicgplhas led to the
delicate and complex political situation that is now affectime Northern Region of
the country.

It is still evident, in a modern African democratic state, the dakgjnction
between citizens and subjects. Citizenship seems to beystocthected with the so-
called tradition, represented by chieftaincy institution, arsgéeéms that the only way
to be politically viable in contemporary Ghana is to pdssugh the traditional
system of representation.

The Konkombas’ struggle for political power represents a dramatic change in
the Konkombas’ political framework from the three decades earlier. These changes
would inevitably lead to greater conflict between these goas the Ghanaian
government fail to enact a program for effectively integrating all ofgtbeps into

the Ghanaian political structure on an equal basis. In Kaotkombas attempts to



assert their new political identity and their interests duting period would have
culminated in the largest outbreak of ethnic-based poliwicéénce in the history of

Ghana.



