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Abstract 

Conflict over land has increased and the nature of land-related violence has 

changed in Ghana, as well as in other countries in Africa, undermining economic growth 

and threatening political stability. Violence over land had once been primarily between 

customary groups over boundaries, or between peasants and the state over expropriation 

of customary land by those in power. Now, violence has become more destructive and 

deadly, and is most often between factions within the ruling class who have no customary 

claim to the land under dispute. This research seeks to explain how relations in land have 

changed and what caused the related change in the nature of land violence. It uses class 

analysis to examine differences in land relations across regimes since the 1970s to the 

early 2000s. The study finds that the nature and levels of violence changed alongside the 

instrumental role of land in ruling class strategies for gaining power and accumulating 

wealth. In the 1970s, the military regime used land for accumulation and patronage. 

Peasants engaged in sporadic violence to resist the loss of land, while the ruling class 

deployed state coercion to suppress resistance. The authoritarian regime that took over 

state power in 1981 sought the support of subaltern classes. Violence over land changed, 

with the regime using state coercive bodies to repress rivals and defend subaltern interests 

in land. Following democratization in 1992, land became instrumental in the intra-ruling 

class factional contest for state power to build patron-client networks, provide revenue for 
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electoral politics, and enable primitive accumulation. Violence occurred when disputants 

from rival ruling class factions without customary rights to the land deployed private 

coercive means to acquire and defend land. The dissertation concludes that factional 

conflict within an inchoate ruling class was a primary underlying cause of land violence 

and the changes in the nature of violence over land in Ghana. The study offers lessons for 

future development planning in land institutions and governance.  
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Chapter 1. The Emerging Trend of Violence in Changing Land 

Relations 

In December 1998, in the village of Ablekuma, near Accra, Ghana, a local dispute over 

land turned violent, attracting national attention. A number of policemen had acquired land in a 

disputed land deal. Land speculators often gave plots of land to police as a means to protect their 

acquisitions. In this case however, that protection had turned to conflict. A series of violent 

clashes had already taken place between the policemen and armed guards hired by the opposing 

claimants. On a December day, two policemen went to the village armed and prepared to fight. 

Their opponent’s guards met them with force to drive them away. The situation spun out of 

control. Local newspapers reported the bloody event in detail. “. . . the policemen refused to 

comply [with demands of armed guards] . . . deflated the tyres of the [police] vehicle and 

dragged the two [police]men out . . and pounced on them with sticks and pieces of blocks and hit 

them several times with the butt of an AK 47 rifle . . . . The two peace officers tried in vain to 

explain their mission to the mob, but it did not listen, and at one stage, shot the policeman Jerry 

[“Taller”] from the back, leading to his instant death. [The other policeman] Kweku Ninja, on 

realising that his colleague had been murdered, took to his heels, but due to the injuries he 

sustained on his head, he could not get far. He was chased with a white car [of land guards]. . . 

knocked down, dragged to the village and shot.  . . . the mob then dragged the dead men into the 

bush, and returned later soaked in blood and mud to inform the people that ‘they had finished 

them’ and that no one will ever find their bodies. The villagers . . . were warned [by the land 

guards] that anyone who dared talk to a stranger about the incident would be killed in the same 
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manner . . ..”1 Colleagues of the policemen, also embroiled in the dispute, went to Ablekuma to 

look for ‘Ninja’ and ‘Taller’, but the villagers refused to talk to them or lead them to the bodies. 

The police retaliated and set the thatch roofed village on fire, leaving dozens homeless.  The 

public followed the media reports and became outraged. Parliament debated the ‘problem’ of 

land guards and land disputes that they acknowledged threatened the peace. President Rawlings 

visited Ablekuma and met with the disputants and villagers. His involvement led to the discovery 

of missing bodies of land guards. The involvement of high-level politicians also fuelled 

speculation that officials had their own stakes in the land under dispute.  

 

What caused violence over land in Ghana? Why was there a violent struggle for 

land in the country after its lauded democratic transition in the early 1990s? The 

increased intensity of land-related violence in Ghana seemed shocking primarily because 

the nature of land conflict in Ghana had changed. As in other African countries, 

customary ethnic groups historically engaged in a struggle against each other over 

boundaries or against “alien” migrants who sought access to land for farming. In the 

1970s, peasants had sporadically used violent means to resist expropriation of land by 

members of the ruling class, which was then suppressed by violence from the state 

coercive institutions. However, by the late 1990s, fewer disputes involved disputes over 

boundaries by those with customary rights to the land. The worst disputes occurred 

between individuals of the ruling class, who had no customary ties to the land under 

dispute. Moreover, the new trend in land violence now involved the destruction of 

                                                             
1 Mary Mensah, "Police Operation at Ablekuma Uncovers the Truth: 2 Cops Killed, over 100 People 
Arrested in Swoop," Daily Graphic, December 4, 1998, 1. 
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buildings and property, contract killings, and pockets of private armed struggle over the 

possession of land. Additionally, disputants from the ruling class commonly retained 

“land guards” from among the subaltern classes. They paid large sums of cash and often 

alcohol and illegal drugs, alongside the opportunity for plunder. In a short time, the land 

guards had developed small, private armies with para-military training, sophisticated 

communications and weapons, and hierarchical structures. The public concern over the 

threat land disputes posed to security turned to outrage with the violent events in 

Ablekuma in December 1998. Why had the state failed to respond to this growing crisis 

over land? 

 

Section 1. Shifting the Focus to Land Violence 

Most current scholarly attention is on the “scramble for land” or the “global land 

grab” in recognition of a trend in large-scale land acquisition by agri-business and real 

estate development that marginalizes the poor. Other case studies seek to understand the 

impact of land titling programs on small or peasant farmers, which are being promoted 

through development aid. Studies often treat violence as tangential to this process of 

expropriation or titling. Yet, land clashes occur commonly across many African 

countries, such as South Africa, Burundi,2 Uganda3 and Kenya4. Contemporary land-

                                                             
2 Prunier, G., The Rwanda Crisis 1959-1994: History of a Genocide (London: Hurst and Co., 1995).; 
Catherine Andre and Jean-Phillipe Platteau, "Land Relations under Unbearable Stress: Rwanda Caught in 
the Malthusian Trap," Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization 34 (1998).; A. Kairaba, “Country 
Case Study: Rwanda” World Bank Regional Workshop on Land Issues in Africa and the Middle East, 
Kampala, Uganda, April 29-May 2, 2002.  
3 K. Deininger and R. Castagnini, "Incidence and Impact of Land Conflict in Uganda," Policy Research 
Working Paper (World Bank, 2004).  
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related violence is not limited to Africa, as well. Haiti5 in the Caribbean and Mexico,6 

Colombia,7 Brazil,8 El Salvador and Guatemala9 in Latin America10 all suffer from 

ongoing disputes over land. The rise in land-related violence across impoverished 

countries and regions suggests an emerging, and dangerous, trend.  

Scholars address land violence more explicitly in research on civil war. Indeed, 

existing research on civil war highlights the fact that seemingly limited disputes hold the 

potential to explode into larger conflicts.11 Scholars and development agencies identified 

the common factor of tension over land in the conflicts in Rwanda, Zimbabwe,12 Liberia, 

Sierra Leone and Cote d’Ivoire. Unresolved land disputes that persist in post-conflict 

countries – Sierra Leone, Liberia and Cote d’ Ivoire and Zimbabwe,13 among others – 

continue to threaten the peace process. A development consultant to the Truth and 

                                                                                                                                                                                      
4 Karuti Kanyinga, "Re-Distribution from Above: The Politics of Land Rights and Squatting in Coastal 
Kenya,"  (Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2000).; C. R. J Southgate, and D.Hulme, "Competition, Cooperation 
and Conflict: The Dynamics of Resource Management in Loitokitok, Kenya," in African Enclosures? The 
Social Dynamics of Land and Water, ed. P. Woodhouse, Bernstein, H., Hulme, D. (London: James Currey, 
2000).; Jacqueline Klopp, "Pilfering the Public: The Problem of Land Grabbing in Contemporary Kenya," 
Africa Today 47, no. 1 (2000). 
5 Phillip Howard, "Development-Induced Displacement in Haiti," Refuge 16, no. 3 (1997). 
6 Bobrow-Strain, Intimate Enemies: Landowners, Power and Violence in Chiapas (Duke University Press, 
2007).; Andres Villareal, "The Social Ecology of Rural Violence: Land Scarcity, the Organization of 
Agricultural Production, and the Presence of the State," American Journal of Sociology 110, no. 2 (2004). 
7 "Colombia Hacienda Bellacruz: Land, Violence and Paramilitary Power," ed. Amnesty International 
(Amnesty International, 1997).; Nazih Richani, Systems of Violence: The Political Economy of War and 
Peace in Colombia (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002). 
8 John L. Hammond, "Law and Disorder: The Brazilian Landless Farmworkers' Movement," Bulletin of 
Latin American Research 18, no. 4 (1999). 
9 Megan Ybarra, "Violent Visions of an Ownership Society: The Land Administration Project in Peten, 
Guatemala," Land Use Policy 26, no. 1 (2009). 
10 Sam Moyo, Yeros, Paris, Reclaiming the Land: The Resurgence of Rural Movements in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America (London and New York: Zed Books, 2005).; Cristobal Kay, "Reflections on Rural Violence 
in Latin America," Third World Quarterly 22, no. 5 (2001). 
11 André, "Land Relations under Unbearable Stress: Rwanda Caught in the Malthusian Trap." 
12 A. K. Shutt, “’Everyone has a right to farm’: Generational conflict in the African freehold areas of 
Zimbabwe,” International Land Tenure Conference, Orlando, Florida, November 1996. 
13 Bill H. Kinsey, "Zimbabwe's Land Reform Program: Underinvestment in Post-Conflict Transformation," 
World Development 32, no. 10 (2004). 
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Reconciliation Commission, in Liberia, says that the“whole land issue is one key issue 

that has to be given serious attention if we are to live in peace and stability.”14 

 Studies suggest that land violence threatens state security. The growth of armed 

militias in the face of land issues can signal the rise of warlords. Youth who are expelled 

and alienated from traditional lands can feed insurgencies, particularly where the state 

defends legally questionable and inequitable land expropriation, as in countries across 

Africa. Land violence also spills over into everyday life with the spread of weapons and 

the overlap of paramilitary violence with illicit drug use. The threat to personal security 

and property leaves communities living in fear while violent divisions over land become 

part of divisive political partisanship. The legitimacy of the police, the state, and political 

leaders erodes. 

Examining land violence is critical not only to understand the potential to 

escalate, but also because land disputes undermine the economic development of these 

regions. Studies link low productivity levels of agricultural plots to the potential for, or 

actual presence of, land conflict.15 The lack of secure land also undermines urban housing 

and development efforts at a time when urban populations are growing rapidly.16 The 

significant financial resources needed to obtain and defend land holdings against plunder 

and extortion in both agricultural and urban settings lower investment efficacy. Long-

term private investment is less likely in the face of land conflict.  
                                                             
14 BBC, Land Disputes Threaten Liberia (2008 [cited 10/14/08); available from 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/7669444.stm. 
15 Klaus Deininger and Raffaella Castagnini, "Incidence and Impact of Land Conflict in Uganda," Policy 
Research Working Paper (World Bank, 2004). 
16 Carole Rakodi, "Residential Property Markets in African Cities," in The Urban Challenge in Africa: 
Growth and the Management of Its Large Cities, ed. Carole Rakodi (Tokyo, New York, Paris: United 
Nations University Press, 1997). 
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Section 2. Addressing the Land Violence Question 

The prevalence of land-related violence suggests a widespread change in social 

relations over land. The primary question this study seeks to answer is what caused the 

change in land violence in Ghana? To get at that question, the dissertation asks other key 

questions. How have land relations changed and why did the nature of violence change 

with it? Who is benefiting from and who is excluded from this process of change in land? 

Why does the state fail to stop the growth of violence that poses a political threat?  

There is a broad debate on the meaning and definitions of violence, including on 

violence over land. The wide range of definitions of violence extends from intentional 

“harmful action” to patterns in which human rights are denied.17 This study uses the 

definition for violence as force that threatens peoples’ lives and bodies.18 The narrow 

concept of violence used here excludes the broader, or “comprehensive,” conception that 

incorporates the violation of rights.19 This study purposefully separates the debate over 

structural or psychological violence from the specific phenomenon of threatening 

physical harm. This dissertation also notes the distinction between violence and war in its 

question on the causes of violence over land. This dissertation focuses on social violence, 

in which disputants deploy physical violence to achieve their interests, but the number of 

deaths remains below the thresholds of war.20 It does not seek to analyze wars over land 

                                                             
17 Ted R. Gurr and Vaughn F.Bishop, "Violent Nations, and Others," Journal of Conflict Resolution 20, no. 
1 (1976). 
18 Edna G. Bay, "Introduction," in States of Violence: Politics, Youth and Memory in Contemporary Africa, 
ed. Edna G. Bay and Donald  L. Donham (Charlottesville and London: University of Virginia Press, 2006). 
19 J. J.  Degenaar, "Concepts of Violence," Politikon 7, no. 1 (1980). 
20 By definition, groups of people engage violently in disputes over land, but this is not war where the 
number of annual deaths falls below the 1,000 threshold. In addition, disputants are not rebels or 
government troops with publicly identifiable leadership or stated goals embroiled in sustained violence. For 
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or suggest that the conclusions apply to cases of war. In short, the purpose of this study is 

to explain changes in the use of excessive or destructive force over land in Ghana. 

This dissertation seeks to strengthen the analysis provided by the prevailing 

studies on land tenure and causes of land-based violence, which are summarized below. 

This dissertation uses a class analysis to understand the causes of violence over land and 

how land violence changed over the period of study. Many studies focus on the role of 

institutions in land relations, but a class analysis is critical to deepen this understanding. 

The ruling class creates institutions, including property rights institutions. As North 

argued, property rights reflect the interests of the ruling class.21 The ruling class creates 

and controls the institutions that largely determine the right to allocate, use, and own land 

and property, according to its own interests. In addition, land has been used historically as 

a means to organize social and class relations in Ghana. Access to and control over 

allocation of land has historically determined the relative power of classes.  

In Ghana, the ruling class is identified by access to the institutions that determine 

access to resources. These include institutions that set policy, allocate and disburse 

resources, and provide access to contracts, finances and credit. The ruling class does not 

own the primary means of production, but controls the institutions that enable it to 

accumulate. At times, the state institutions of coercion are mobilized to control the 

institutions of state power and to enable accumulation. The ruling class includes the 

                                                                                                                                                                                      
a discussion of categories of conflict, see: Christopher Cramer, "Categories, Trends and Evidence of 
Violent Conflict," in Violence in Developing Countries (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 2006).; Phillipe Le Billon, "The Political Ecology of War: Natural Resources and Armed Conflict," 
Political Geography 20 (2001). 
21 Douglass C. North, Structure and Change in Economic History (New York: W. W. Norton, 1981). 
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traditional aristocracy, which historically has controlled access to and allocation of 

natural resources, and continues to do so under the constitution.   

Given the link between class relations and land, the nature of Ghana’s ruling class 

is critical to understanding land-related violence. In Ghana, the ruling class is fragmented 

and the primary motive of each ruling class faction is to become dominant. Each faction 

seeks to eliminate the opposing ruling class factions to consolidate its power. This intra-

ruling class struggle largely defines how the ruling class relates to the traditional 

aristocracy and subaltern classes. The ruling class factions use land as an instrument to 

order relations with the other classes. Political strategies change with the domestic and 

global context, and this shapes the political value and instrumentality of land.  

Ghana’s ruling class is divided into two main factions that can be identified by 

political traditions that formed opposing sides during the struggle for independence: 

Nkrumahist and Danquah-Busian. The Nkrumahist faction historically tended toward 

policies that sought a broader distribution of wealth and the creation of state institutions 

that could take over some of the local roles of the traditional aristocracy. The PNDC 

incorporated many Nkrumahists and technocrats trained at the Nkrumah Ideological 

Institute into its leadership and picked up substantial support from the Nkrumahist base 

of workers and teachers. The Danquah-Busian political tradition emphasized free-market 

policies and boasted the support of prominent business personalities, but, at the same 

time, supported the involvement of chiefs in national and local politics and resource 

management. The two factions have historically sought exclusive control over power and 

natural resources. 
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Violence, Edna Bay suggests, reflects historical shifts in political power.22 

Changes in the means to access power and the primary means to accumulate constitute 

such a shift. Therefore, the dissertation uses three primary areas of analysis: the means to 

access power, the primary means of accumulation and the use of coercion to gain power 

and accumulate. It analyzes land relations through these three areas, and compares 

violence across political periods. It primarily addresses the changing nature of land 

violence, while also noting the frequency of land violence. 

The periods under comparison here are noted by regime change and change 

between governments. The first period begins with the military authoritarian regime in 

the 1970s under Acheampong’s National Redemption Council (NRC). The second period 

starts in the 1980s with the authoritarian, quasi-military Provisional National Defense 

Council (PNDC). The study continues into a third period with the democratic phase that 

followed the “founding” election of the Fourth Republic in 1992. Rapid change in land 

relations coincided with democratization and violence intensified even with the 

benchmark signs of electoral liberalism that marked the 2000 changeover in ruling party. 

The dissertation compares the period that preceded structural adjustment with the periods 

that initiated and followed structural adjustment and democratization, because various 

theoretical approaches view structural adjustment as either a causal factor for land 

violence, or a potential remedy for land violence where it includes land tenure reform.  

 

                                                             
22 Bay, Edna G., "Introduction," In States of Violence: Politics, Youth and Memory in Contemporary Africa, 
edited by Edna G. Bay & Donald L. Donham. Charlottesville and London: University of Virginia Press, 
2006. 
 



10 
 

  

Section 3. Presenting the Case: Method and Evidence 

Ghana provides a representative case for a study on persistent land violence. The 

country adopted stabilization and structural-adjustment policies in the 1980s, as did many 

other states in Africa and in the developing world. Ghana is seen as a success story by 

neo-liberal development institutions. This success in implementing structural adjustment 

programs should provide a solid case to test structural adjustment as a causal factor for 

either increasing or reducing land violence. Ghana’s structural adjustment experience 

might also point to ways in which structural adjustment changes land relations, if at all.  

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Ghana also undertook democratization and 

decentralization like many African countries.  The process of regime change alters 

strategies for political survival and dominance. The change between, and differences 

across, regime types create changes in the means through which the dominant class 

obtains legitimacy, buttresses its power, and subdues challenges to that power from rival 

factions and subaltern classes. The institutional changes associated with the process of 

democratization provide an area of analysis in understanding changes in land and power 

relations. The Ghana case is of particular interest because land violence appeared to 

worsen after democratization, countering expectations that democracy would bring peace. 

The Ghana case is also distinctive because the country has not experienced a civil 

war or a collapsed state, which is unusual for West Africa. Ghana is generally not 

considered a fragile state. Ghana shares a similar economic and cultural history with 

other countries in the region and with some fragile states: primary-commodity, export-

based economies, high-value mineral exports in diamonds and gold, ethnic diversity, and 
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parallel customary-statutory legal systems.  Other studies have examined the causes of 

civil-war in neighboring countries, and the possible role of land conflict as a trigger in 

those wars. Studies on land and civil war generally do not compare cases to explain why 

some land disputes lead to civil war, whereas other land disputes remain contained. This 

study then could be useful to understand how to prevent land disputes from erupting into 

broader conflict and war. In this regard, the Ghana case provides a much-needed study 

for a cross-national comparison of land disputes, conflicts and land-related civil war.  

  

Evidence 

This dissertation addresses the rising intensity of violence caused by land disputes 

and relies on sources that document land disputes and violence. Newspaper reports and 

official statements from government officials chronicle this increase in violence. 

Newspapers provide background information and, occasionally, details about the 

disputing parties. News reports suggest the extent of the violence, the experiences of 

communities plagued by it, and the types of injuries sustained by individuals in land 

disputes.  State daily newspapers are easily accessed in the Ghana National Archives and 

in private collections that document the early 20th century to the present, with occasional 

blackout periods around the times when coups took place. Newspapers not only 

underestimated the number of violence incidents but were discouraged from reporting 

them by state officials.  Thus, due to the lack of reliable data, a statistical analysis of land 

related violence is difficult. The state provides estimates on the number of land-dispute 

cases in the court system, but state officials themselves question these statistics.  
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Neither the court records nor police reports contain reliable information on land-

related violence.23  However, non-governmental organizations and United Nations agency 

reports on the numbers and general availability of small arms provide some clues. These 

bodies have reported increases in the numbers of more sophisticated, and deadly, 

weapons used in land disputes. They also document an increase in private armies of land 

guards.  Moreover, the University of Ghana’s Centre for Remote Sensing and 

Geographical Information Systems provides satellite mapping of land-use and growth 

patterns which reveals an increase in land sales and demand for peri-urban land in 

particular during this period. Census data is also available throughout the period of this 

study. Additionally, government agencies provide figures on the numbers of land 

transactions and the sizes and costs of plots sold over the period. This information 

provides data on periodic rises in land demand and values; time periods for real-estate 

development booms in specific geographical areas; land-population densities; and land-

use patterns. The data is analysed within global and domestic political and economic 

trends. In addition, interviews supplemented the primary material. Personal interiews 

with key social and political actors enhance the understanding of the statistical 

information given its limitations.24 

                                                             
23 Most incidents of violence over land are not reported to or recorded by police. The police usually do not 
specify land in records when reporting incidents of land violence or threats of violence. In many cases, 
police do not take statements at all in cases of land violence, arguing that it does not fall within their 
jurisdiction and as such, they are not responsible. 
24 Interviews were used to verify the validity of data found in reports, and occasionally, to locate reports 
missing from the National Archives. In Ghana, the National Archives has yet to catalog documents held by 
the Public Records Office from 1979 onwards. Many documents also appear to have been “overlooked” by 
the Public Records Office and Information Services Department in the transition to democracy in 1992. 
Documents remained in the offices of state executives or in private hands. Many documents were destroyed 
following the transition to a new party in the 2000 election, by both the in-coming party and those in the 
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Section 4. Current Approaches to Land Violence 

The theoretical debate over land-related violence causes division between  neo-

classical, agency and structural scholars, though some of the theories overlap. Variants of 

neo-classical theory situate land violence in the discussion on land-tenure institutions. 

Weak land tenure regimes and low tenure security, particularly in a climate of land 

scarcity, produce land-related violence. A history of ethnically biased distribution of state 

resources and unequal access to land may contribute to large-scale land conflicts by 

creating grievances that culminate in violence between ethnic groups.25 Neo-classical 

scholars advise land policy institutions to consider issues of inequality between ethnic 

groups, but they note that inequity can also be sustained. 26 The theory’s explanatory 

scope excludes the predominant and persistent cases of intra-family, intra-ethnic group, 

and non-ethnic- related land violence in developing countries. 

The neo-classical approach holds that land-tenure security increases investments 

and supports the transfer of land to those who are most productive. Secure land tenure 

provides the basis for capitalist development and raises social welfare generally. Neo-

classical theorists have departed from the position that customary land-tenure systems are 

impediments to modernization and should be eliminated; they now argue that traditional 

land-tenure systems respond to the demands of the market; customary tenure naturally 

                                                                                                                                                                                      
outgoing party that feared retribution. I used interviews and extensive discussions with former officials to 
cross-check documents obtained from individuals dating to the 1980s period, many in a deteriorated state. 
25 K. Deininger, "Land Policies for Growth and Poverty Reduction," World Bank Policy Research Report 
(Oxford and New York: World Bank and Oxford University Press, 2003). 
26 Jean Daudelin, "Land and Violence in Post-Conflict Situations," (Ottawa: The North-South Institute and 
the World Bank, 2003). 
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evolves into a rational land market.27 Neo-liberal policymakers, who base their policies 

on rational-choice theory, argue that customary land tenure systems should be 

encouraged to evolve in concert with the modern land-sales market and statutory 

property-rights institutions. In their view, titling institutions can remove communal 

ambiguities, leading to secure tenure that enables commercial credit markets to work.28 

Land violence will fall by the wayside when secure land tenure flourishes in a free land 

market, according to neo-classical logic. 

 Agency studies reject the narrow economic rationality of rational-choice theories 

and neo-liberal policy, though they often agree that land tenure is evolving.29 Agency 

studies examine individual disputes over rural farmland at the household and  village 

levels. Micro-level studies point to a wide array of factors that contribute to disputes.30 

Actors engaged in disputes learn and adapt over time, making dispute outcomes open-

ended.31 Agency studies tend toward anthropological and sociological theories, though 

they also incorporate political theories that argue that states are too weak to influence 

local tenure disputes. The agency approach to land violence tends to offer either low-

                                                             
27 J.P. Platteau, “Does Africa Need Land Reform?” in Evolving Land Rights, Policy and Tenure in Africa, 
ed. C. Toulmin and J. Quan (London: IIED, 2000). 
28 G. Feder, et al., Land policies and farm productivity in Thailand (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1988).; Hayes, J., Roth, M., and Zepeda, L. “Tenure security, investment and productivity in 
Gambian agriculture: A generalized probit analysis,” American Journal of Agricultural Economics 79, no. 
2 (1997).. 
29 Sara Berry, “Debating the Land Question in Africa,” Comparative Studies in Society and History, 44, no. 
4 (2002). 
30 P. Shipton and M. Goheen, “Introduction. Understanding African Land-Holding: Power, Wealth and 
Meaning,” Africa, v. 62, no. 3 (1992).; Sara Berry, Chiefs Know Their Boundaries: Essays on Property, 
Power and the Past in Asante, 1896-1996 (Portsmouth, NH: Heineman/Oxford: James Curry/Capetown: 
David Phillip, 2001). 
31 Miriam Goheen, “Chiefs, Sub-chiefs and Local Control: Negotiations Over Land, Struggles Over 
Meaning,” Africa 62, no. 3(1992).; Rie Odgaard, “Scrambling for Land in Tanzania: Process of 
Formalisation and Legitimisation for Land Rights,” in Securing Land Rights in Africa, eds. Tor A. 
Benjaminsen and Christian Lund (London: Frank Cass, 2003). 
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level causal generalizations or no resolution at all. Agency studies emphasize the 

singularity of each case, underestimating political power in emerging patterns of land 

violence. 

 Structural scholars examine global political and economic trends that are 

mediated by domestic institutions and social relations. They discuss land-related violence 

in the context of social and economic transitions to capitalism.32 Structuralists argue that 

the demand for land increases as global capital penetrates African countries, 

predominantly through recent structural adjustment programs. Higher demand increases 

land values, and market competition increases social inequality. Peasants lose their access 

to land as the bourgeoisie use their links to the global market to increase their access.33 

The growing disparity in landholdings deepens social differentiation. Conflicts then ensue 

between classes over access to land. Violence tends to be sporadic, however, because the 

state acts in the interests of global capital and represses subaltern class actions.34 

Structuralists offer general-level theories, but they underestimate the agency of 

domestic actors and the relevance of local institutions, while they exaggerate the 

importance of structural adjustment as a cause of land-related violence. The global 

market and external influences contribute to rising land values and spikes in demand, but 

these become operational only within the local historical, political, and social context. 

Structuralists also tend to focus on class conflict and to highlight cases in which the 

ruling class struggles with the proletariat, or with peasants, such as the lower classes in 

                                                             
32 Kojo S. Amanor, “Land, Labour and Family in Southern Ghana: A Critique of Land Policy Under Neo-
libearlism,” Research Report no. 116 (Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2001). 
33 Moyo and Yeros, Reclaiming the Land. 
34 Amanor, “Land, Labour and Family.” 
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Zimbabwe35 and South Africa. Few structuralists address the prevalence of intra-ruling-

class disputes and violence. More attention to ruling class formation and the role of land 

in accumulation would sharpen the approach.  

 

Section 5. An introduction to changing land relations and political 

power  

Changing imperatives and control over allocation: From pre-colonial to contemporary 

Historically, ruling-class dominance has been tied to control over land and land-

based resources in Ghana. The customary arrangement over land ensured dominance of 

the traditional, or customary, aristocracy prior to colonization. Ethnic groups and clans 

held land communally and considered land the property of ancestors, the living and future 

generations. The allodial, customary leaders held land “in trust” for members of the 

group. The leaders allocated usufruct land rights according to the needs of group 

members and notions of social harmony. Usufruct owners did not pay cash for the land; 

rather, they provided a drink or offering in a ritual transfer that acknowledged communal 

land ownership, by the ancestors as well as by future group members. In some cases, land 

users made non-monetary payments in the form of labor or crops to allodial owners. 

Allodial owners directed subjects to a general area of land deemed appropriate to the 

subject’s farming needs, sometimes throwing a rock to determine size. Allodial owners 

could also allocate land to “strangers,” who migrated to a traditional area or as caretakers 

                                                             
35 David Moore, "Zimbabwe’s Triple Crisis: Primitive Accumulation, Nation-State Formation and 
Democratisation in the Age of Neo-Liberal Globalisation," African Studies Quarterly 7, no. 2-3 (2001). 
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for outlying land through a customary process. Usufruct landholders could pass land on 

to heirs, but could not alienate land, because it belonged to the group in perpetuity.  

Customary land relations perpetuated the status quo relationship between a ruling 

traditional aristocracy and the subjects of that aristocracy. Control over land allocation 

provided the primary means with which the aristocracy could exercise control over 

subjects. In turn, subjects remained loyal to the customary aristocracy in return for 

continued access to land for subsistence. Conflicts over land tended to be between 

customary groups over boundaries in which customary subjects defended their customary 

land or attempted to expand it. 

Relations over land in Africa changed with the spread of capitalism to specific 

areas or enclaves. Coastal African communities began to alienate land to European 

merchants with their arrival centuries ago. The Ga children, in Accra, Ghana, still re-

enact intra-Ga battles touched off when the customary leader Wonzee sold land to a 

Dutch trader in the 16th century. The 19th century cultivation of cocoa in the Gold Coast 

for the world market heralded closely studied changes in land relations in Akan 

hinterland areas.36 Land has been commoditized in stages in a similar manner across 

Africa, but not with the levels and nature of the violence seen in contemporary societies. 

The commoditization of land changes both the livelihoods of communal subjects 

and local social relations. Control over the allocation of resources shifts away from 
                                                             
36 See for examples: Polly Hill, Migrant Cocoa Farmers of Southern Ghana: A Study in Rural Capitalism 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963).; R. Addo-Fening, "Chieftancy and Issues of Good 
Governance, Accountability and Development: A Case Study of Akyem Abuakwa under Okyenhene Ofori 
Atta I, 1912-1943," in Chieftancy in Ghana: Culture, Governance and Development, ed. Irene K. Odotei 
and Albert K. Awedoba (Accra: Sub-Saharan Publishers, 2006).; R. Addo-Fening, Akyem Abuakwa 1700-
1943: From Ofori Panin to Sir Ofori Atta (Trondheim: Norwegian University of Science and Technology, 
Faculty of Arts, 2000).  
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allodial owners who act on behalf of subjects and hold a traditional stake in the land, to 

individuals who are motivated by profits. Allodial owners discontinue the customary 

practice of allocating land to subjects based on communal or familial relations.  They no 

longer determine plot size or location based on subsistence-farming needs; instead, they 

transfer larger tracts according to the market price, though this is still referred to as a 

“drink price.” Communal subjects lose access to that land for subsistence and small-scale 

farming as more land is sold outright or leased for long periods, commonly 50-99 years. 

Subjects who are forced off the communal land by financial strain and coercion often 

migrate to regional towns or cities. This process of the primitive accumulation of land by 

non-communal subjects marks a transition from pre-capitalist relations to capitalist 

relations. The imperatives shift away from the pre-capitalist notion of access to resources, 

which is characterized by a communally acceptable distribution of property and wealth 

and the right of all to access to a means of self-reproduction. The capitalist imperatives of 

competition replace the pre-capitalist mode, under which individuals compete for access 

to resources irrespective of basic subsistence needs or acceptability to the overall 

community.37 This process of change in social relations built around land alters the power 

configuration, separating the groups who become the beneficiaries of land resources from 

those groups which are excluded. 

 

Land and Political Power 

                                                             
37Michael Perelman, The Invention of Capitalism: Classical Political Economy and the Secret History of 
Primitive Accumulation (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2000).; Ellen Meikins Wood, The 
Origin of Capitalism (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1999). The meaning for this dissertation does not 
equate primitive accumulation necessarily with the process of proletarianization.  
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A change in the configuration of land-related power transforms broader social 

relations by transforming the sources of power and legitimacy in society. Historically, 

customary rulers controlled the allocation of land and land-based resources within their 

territories. This control over land allocation, and the associated customary payment of 

drinks, crops and labor, gave allodial “owners," usually traditional chiefs, priests and clan 

elders, a great deal of power over subjects. Pre-colonial customary rulers also had the 

means to gain legitimacy. Chiefs and elders could offer services such as arbitrating 

disputes and organizing customary rituals in exchange for taxes and labor. It is important 

to note that subjects could counter the power of leaders by removing those leaders over 

the violation of customary restraints, including abuse of power over land allocation or 

use.  

The introduction of a national state, and its intervention in customary affairs, 

altered the basis of the chief’s power and the customs in place to check the exercise of 

that customary power. The British colonial strategy of indirect rule incorporated chiefs 

into an administrative framework and devolved administrative duties to them. If 

necessary, the British created chiefs where there were none.38 Colonial administrators 

also consolidated customary power under a hierarchical system of territorial 

paramountcy. At times, this meant creating new paramount chief positions where none 

had existed, or placing a paramount chief over a lower-level chief from a different ethnic 

group or faction. Paramount chiefs could exercise ultimate control over the allocation of 

                                                             
38 Roger S. Gocking, "Indirect Rule in the Gold Coast: Competition for Office and the Invention of 
Tradition," Canadian Journal of African Studies 28, no. 3 (1994).  On this process in Nigeria, see Richard 
L. Sklar, Nigerian Political Parties: Power in an Emergent African Nation (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1963). 
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resources and the collection of revenues. Paramount chiefs benefited under this system by 

gaining access to additional land and labor for their personal farms; they also enjoyed 

increased resource revenue and tributes. The colonial administration, however, assumed 

the power to dismiss chiefs, a right that had once belonged to the subjects.39 This 

dissertation adopts the view of some Africanist scholars: customary leaders are a 

traditional aristocracy with localized power and control over subjects that makes them a 

faction of the ruling class.40 

The colonial version of the customary system gave paramount chiefs greater 

power by strengthening their control over resources and undermining the authority of 

other chiefs. This concentrated power in the office of territorial41 paramount chiefs 

created resentment and backlash among some lower-level chiefs and subjects. However, 

subjects had less recourse to customary means of de-stoolments they had held prior to the 

imposition of the colonial structure. For example, on the Ghanaian coast, the colonial 

authority reduced the power of traditional para-military groups, barring the asafo 

companies, as they were called, from their dual role of defending the customary nation 

                                                             
39 This shift occurred in Ghana with the Native Jurisdiction Ordinance of 1878 and continued for the next 
44 years. See: David Kimble, A Political History of Ghana: The Rise of Gold Coast Nationalism (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1963). The 1904 Chiefs’ Ordinance reinforced state power over destoolment and 
enstoolment by removing the right to appeal such decisions. See: S. S.  Quarcoopome, "The Decline of 
Traditional Authority: The Case of Ga Mashie State of Accra," in Chieftancy in Ghana: Culture, 
Governance and Development, ed. Irene K. Odotei and Albert K. Awedoba (Accra: Sub-Saharan 
Publishers, 2006). 
40 Irving L. Markovitz, Power and Class in Africa (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1977).; 
Richard L. Sklar, "The Nature of Class Domination in Africa," The Journal of Modern African Studies 17, 
no. 4 (1979). 
41 Territorial rather than customary paramountcies at times meant placing divisional chiefs under paramount 
chiefs of a different ethnic group. Separation of these groups continues to create contention in present-day 
Ghana. 
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against external forces and defending the interests of the subjects internally enforcing 

accountability of chiefs.   

Indirect rule required for the first time that customary rulers be recognized by an 

external authority, which was the colonial government. This ensured that only chiefs 

loyal to the colonial administration remained in power. The requirement also gave chiefs 

the means to remain in power even when they became unpopular with their subjects. The 

colonial authority at times mobilized coercive state power to keep certain chiefs in 

position when their subjects attempted to remove them. Official recognition 

simultaneously made the traditional aristocracy beholden to colonial officials while 

shoring up the traditional aristocrats’ power over subjects. However, the changes that 

weakened the accountability of chiefs to subjects also weakened the legitimacy of the 

chiefs. 

The parallel system of traditional aristocracy and state administration continued in 

the post-independence era. The aristocracy continued to hold onto its power over land 

allocation across regime changes and the transition to a capitalist economy. Chiefs 

historically provided the ruling class a social organization for patronage through 

controlling the allocation of land to clients. At the same time, the traditional aristocracy 

also sought to accumulate personal wealth through land revenue. This provided a means 

through which members of the traditional aristocracy could educate their families, enter 

into trading, and gain access to the ruling class factions that controlled state power.  

The ruling class continued to use land as a tool in indirect rule and patronage in 

the post-independence state. The state supported the power of the traditional aristocracy 
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over peasants in land relations, but also pressured chiefs to allocate land to political 

clients. Then the ruling class began to alter its approach to controlling land, notably in the 

1970s. It manipulated state institutions and state-owned financial institutions to acquire 

land directly; this sped up primitive-land accumulation by the political ruling class, 

undermined customary land relations, and provoked social tensions and local resistance. 

The ruling class turned to the coercive apparatus to attempt to contain related land 

disputes and tensions.  

Customary constraints on the allocation and use of land no longer applied after 

land was transferred as a commodity to an individual outside the clan or communal 

group. Individuals began to compete for land from chiefs and to retain the land, even 

despite challenges from disgruntled subjects and/or other individuals in the market. 

Customary subjects lost access to land and were forced into the “compulsion of the 

market” to seek wage labor or informal sector subsistence. They migrated to urban areas 

away from the clan and the domain of their chief. As a consequence, the traditional 

aristocracy’s relationship with subjects became strained. The weakened legitimacy of the 

chief further encouraged him to sell land to gain personal wealth with which he might 

defend his position. With this change in land relations, the role of the traditional 

aristocracy changed; it increasingly lost political value as a provider of clients, and it has 

become more instrumental in the ruling class’s scramble for land and land-based 

resources. 

The ruling class has not expropriated and accumulated the majority of land in 

Ghana - yet. The ruling class has stopped short of using control over the state to declare a 
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total conversion of all land to state or individual ownership. A divided ruling class and its 

factional competition for power lead it to employ contradictory strategies with regard to 

land. On the one hand, primitive accumulation of land has enabled members of the ruling 

class to build personal wealth and political power. But at the same time, the ruling class 

factions have relied on alliances with the traditional aristocracy to build patron-client 

networks central to their struggle for dominance. Outright expropriation of land would 

undermine support from the chiefs. In short, the ruling class attempt to accumulate land 

through the apparatus of state power has been circumscribed by its need for political 

support from the chiefs to wage its internal struggles. Consequently, the transition to a 

market in land has been incremental, and at times, politically explosive.  

 

Section 6. A Preliminary Look at the Ghana Case 

The case shows that disputes and land violence occurred across all periods 

examined, including prior to and after structural adjustment. In the 1970s, disputes rose 

after the ruling class faction in power began appropriating and allocating customary lands 

to favored patrons. Violence ensued between peasants deploying primitive methods of 

resistance and state coercive bodies enforcing land transfers. In the 1980s, a new ruling 

class faction in control of the state sought support from subaltern classes so changed the 

approach. They used state coercive institutions to enforce land rights of subalterns and 

targeted violence at the traditional aristocracy and rival ruling class factions. Land 

violence declined temporarily during that period, but rose again with the transition to 

multi-party elections. Under democracy, ruling class factions used land for primitive 
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accumulation and financing party politics. Land violence increased, and also became 

more destructive and deadly. The ruling class engaged dispossessed subalterns in land 

militias to wage violent fights to acquire and defend land to which they had no customary 

ties. Across the periods examined, disputes levels and the nature of violence over land 

fluctuated as the ruling class altered policies and institutions to achieve its political aims. 

The global economic crisis of the 1970s reduced the availability of state finances 

for rulers to distribute as patronage and for personal accumulation. In the absence of 

abundant state resources, land became an alternative resource in the ruling-class strategy 

of political survival and building personal wealth in Ghana. The officials and allies of the 

National Redemption Council, which came to power in a 1972 coup, sought to 

expropriate both state-held and communal lands. State-owned banks backed ventures in 

commercial agriculture for state officials and their clients. This expropriation of land by 

senior military officers and other patrons of the government led to violence. Subaltern 

classes engaged in violent methods, but were disorganized and unsophisticated in the 

ways of warfare. Clan groups and youth organizations engaged in sporadic vandalism, 

destruction of farms, and physical attacks on the new land holders. In turn, the ruling 

class deployed state coercion to enforce specific, individual title changes, suppressing the 

resistance to its accumulation. Very quickly, a new popular discourse emerged 

condemming the commodifcation of land and reaffirming communal values.  

Violent confrontations over land continued leading up to a coup on 31 December 

1981 by the Provisional National Defense Council (PNDC). The PNDC capitalized on 

the tensions over land and incorporated land into their strategy to build support among 
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the subaltern classes. State coercive bodies linked with local customary youth groups 

identified “rightful” owners and returned land to subaltern class control. The PNDC also 

used state coercive bodies to quell local violence over land and to suppress the rival 

factions. The land-sales market in peri-urban Accra and other areas of the country cooled 

and primitive accumulation in land slowed. Land violence declined and the remaining 

violence tended to be led by the subaltern classes in alliance with state coercive 

institutions against the traditional aristocracy. The decline in the frequency of land 

disputes occurred despite the introduction of stabilization programs and structural-

adjustment policies.  

Ghana moved toward democracy with district administration elections in the late 

1980s. The development discourse of the 1970s that favored strong government swung to 

an insistence by aid providers for “good governance” in the 1980s and 1990s. Democracy 

introduced mechanisms for aid accountability, but it also provided a plausible way to 

enforce the hard conditions of structural adjustment.42 The new international pressures for 

liberal democracy coincided, in some cases, with domestic demands for the same.43 The 

political strategy of the ruling class in Ghana changed with the introduction of elections. 

It shifted away from an emphasis on dominance through an extensive coercive structure 

toward gaining and retaining power through patron-client relations. The ruling class 

                                                             
42 Bill Freund, The Making of Contemporary Africa: The Development of African Society Since 1800 
(Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1998).  
43 Bratton and van de Walle discuss the configurations of domestic and international pressures for 
democracy. Though they find a prevalence of domestic demand for democratic change, their explanation 
for Ghana’s transition provides more a mixture of factors, including international compulsion, than in many 
other cases. See: Michael Bratton and Nicolas van de Walle, Democratic Experiments in Africa: Regime 
Transitions in Comparative Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
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reduced the coercive arm of the state as part of the process of democratization.44 It 

dismantled state institutions that had kept conflict over land in check, leaving gaps in the 

ability of the state to control violence at the local level. At the same time, the decline of 

the military establishment weakened border control and lethal weapons flooded into 

Ghana from armed conflicts to the west of Ghana in Sierra Leone and Liberia, to the 

north in the Tuareg rebellion in Niger and Mali, and to the southeast in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo across its porous borders.45  

Democratization stimulated a shift in land relations in which land provided a 

financial resource for the ruling class to pursue its political aims. The traditional 

aristocracy leased large tracts of communal lands to private individuals across the 

country, used for quick profit and funding expensive electoral campaigns. Land also 

provided an asset through which to build patronage networks. At the same time, each 

faction sought to prevent the other from capturing the same land resources. Those with 

sufficient private wealth or links to public officials could access land, obtain titles and 

then enforce their claims with private armies46 of land guards made up of those 

dispossessed of their customary lands. 

                                                             
44 The political “opposition” faction of the ruling class in Ghana argued strongly against continuity of the 
coercive apparatus, calling it undemocratic. The refusal to accept the Serious Fraud Office proposed by the 
National Democratic Congress government, an already scaled-back version of the PNDC’s National 
Investigations Committee, illustrates the argument that the ruling class, including its representatives in civil 
society, sought a weaker coercive apparatus. 
45 Ghana’s border controls weakened particularly on the Ivory Coast and Togo borders. 
46 The use of this term refers to non-state armies raised by individuals, as in Charles H. Fairbanks, Jr., 
“Weak States and Private Armies,” in Beyond state crisis? Postcolonial Africa and Post-Soviet Eurasia in 
Comparative Perspective, eds. Mark R. Beissinger and Crawford Young (Washington, D.C.: Woodrow 
Wilson Center Press, 2002). This is not to be confused with the same term used by Reno to denote private 
corporation armies contracted out to states in: W. Reno, “War, Markets and the Reconfiguration of West 
Africa’s Weak States,” Comparative Politics 29, no. 4 (1997). 



27 
 

  

This study examines land relations across these periods within the context of the 

means to access power, accumulate wealth and use coercion. It seeks to explain how and 

why land relations changed, who benefited and who was excluded and why violence over 

land changed.  

 

Conclusion. The Structure of the Dissertation. 

The argument here diverges from conventional explanations of land-related 

violence. In Chapter 2, I discuss how the three major competing theoretical schools – 

neo-classical, agency and structuralist – explain land violence in Africa. Examining the 

ways in which these theoretical approaches integrate or neglect power helps to highlight 

the gaps in their causal arguments and to identify the basis for a more robust theory. I 

then return to my argument and propose a structural framework for understanding the 

rising conflict over land. Subsequent chapters will address the case of land conflict in 

Ghana by regime periods. Chapter 3 focuses on the years from 1972-79, during the 

NRC/SMC regime and the period of “kalabule.” Chapter 4 picks up from the military 

coup of 31 December 1981 that ushered in the PNDC “revolution” and an era of 

structural adjustment. Chapter 5 discusses the changes in institutions and land relations 

from the time of the democratization and political liberalization of 1992 to the early 

2000s. The dissertation concludes, in Chapter 6, by advancing the theoretical debate over 

the causes of land violence, the implications for development policy, and directions for 

future research. 
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Chapter 2. Competing Explanations for Land Violence 

“Fear has gripped residents of the twin village of Boi and Akporman . . . following renewed 

hostilities in their 30-year-old land dispute. . . there had been exchanges of gunfire between the 

two communities for the past three weeks, but matters got to a head on Wednesday when some 

people from Boi attacked residents of Akporman and wounded two people . . . [the District Police 

Commander] said recently there was a court ruling in favour of the people of Akporman for the 

ownership . . .” 47  

 

This dissertation seeks to explain the causes of the escalation of land-related 

violence within an overall process of change in land relations in Ghana. The literature 

that attempts to explicate the emerging trend of land violence across developing countries 

and regions provides a starting point to examine the central questions of this study. The 

rational-choice approach to land has the greatest impact on actual land-administration 

policy in developing countries, through the World Bank and bilateral aid institutions that 

outline project parameters and commit financial resources to land and land-institution 

reform. As the dominant approach in actual policy, rational choice receives the most 

attention  here. Rational choice literature addresses the specific issue of land violence 

indirectly, so an examination of the broader rational-choice literature on land tenure and 

conflict is required. The two alternatives , the agency and structuralist approaches, 

attempt a more direct argument for the causes of land violence. In Section 1, the rational 

choice explanation for land violence is derived from the extensive neo-classical, means-

                                                             
47 Emmanuel Adu-Gyamerah, "Clash between Residents of Boi, Akporman," Daily Graphic, November 3, 
2006, 48.  
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end literature on land tenure, as well as from  neo-classical approaches to war and violent 

conflict. Sections 2 and 3 review the agency and structuralist explanations for land 

violence. Finally, Section 4 introduces the class argument put forward in this dissertation. 

 

Section 1. Rational Choice Theories and Land 

The rational choice literature on land focuses primarily on land tenure institutions 

and their role in capitalist development. Rational choice tends not to provide a direct 

causal argument for violence over land.48 A detailed analysis of the rational choice 

literature is warranted because of its substantial influence on donor-sponsored neo-liberal 

policy. The arguments on land violence, in particular, need to be explicitly unwoven from 

the more general position on land and property rights.  

 

The Means-End Approach to Violence 

The neo-liberal literature analyzes violence from the theoretical base of ends-

means rationality consistent with methodological individualism. Rational individuals 

choose between producing and appropriating to maximize their profit; they may therefore 

choose violence. Conflict occurs when it is more profitable to appropriate through 

violence than it is through engaging in peaceful market exchange. Actors effectively 

invest in force to gain returns. The analysis aims at observing the variables through which 

an agent chooses violence.  

                                                             
48 Given the limitations of space, the critique will focus only on the causal argument for land violence. A 
more thorough review of the rational-choice literature on war is found in: C. Cramer, “Homo Economicus 
Goes to War: Methodological Individualism, Rational Choice, and the Political Economy of War,” World 
Development 15 (2002). 
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The rational choice debate in the context of impoverished Africa can be coarsely 

summed up as a battle between factors of greed and factors of grievance. Greed-factor 

arguments emphasize the interaction between the availability of primary-commodity 

booty, the availability of opportunities for nonviolent economic gain for male youth, and 

the probability of success in obtaining “the loot” for the youth.49 This is sometimes 

considered the “commodity curse,” because violence is said to rise with the availability of 

commodities to exploit. The other side of the debate argues that ethnic inequality is the 

cause of conflicts since one group may feel excluded from resources. State failure to 

redistribute resources along ethnic lines may create grievances that lead to conflict 

between groups.50  

The World Bank’s position on land administration now adapts the grievance 

theory outlined above and applies it to land conflict, after having neglected the issue of 

land violence in Africa for some time. The 2003 Land Policies for Growth and Poverty 

Reduction argues that high rates of population growth and concomitant land scarcity, 

combined with an historical legacy of ethnically biased distribution of state resources and 

highly unequal access to land, may lead to conflicts over land.51 The document goes on to 

say, however, that inappropriate land tenure institutions contribute to “rapid 

multiplication of the conflict potential” and a “generalized insecurity of land tenure that 

                                                             
49 P. Collier, “Doing Well Out of War: An Economic Perspective,” in Greed and Grievance: Economic 
Agendas in Civil Wars, eds. Mats Berdal and David Malone (London and Boulder, CO: IDRC/Lynne 
Rienner, 2000). 
50 Jean-Paul Azam, “The Redistributive State and Conflicts in Africa,” Journal of Peace Research 38, no. 4 
(2001). 
51 Klaus Deininger, Land Policies for Growth and Poverty Reduction (Washington, D.C.: The Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development/The World Bank and Oxford University Press, 2003). 
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jeopardizes the broader rule of law.”52 The remedy proposed to prevent violence is the 

introduction of title institutions to remove ambiguities in communal ownership; other 

market-based policy interventions, such as supporting rental markets, are also suggested. 

The basic principle is to correct market imperfections to allow greater equity in market 

access to resources. Land title institutions provide the means to enable the market.  

The emphasis of neo-liberal policy on land tenure institutions is not surprising, 

even in recent analyses of conflict and violence. The focus has been consistently on 

individual property rights and titling institutions. As one World Bank consultant in Ghana 

insisted, titling is really the only issue, because effective titling is expected to eliminate 

violence.53  Reviewing the neo-classical position on titling and land tenure further 

improves an understanding of the rational choice position on land-related violence. 

 

Land Tenure and the Market 

The arguments for land tenure institutional reform and the more specific causal 

explanation for land conflict share the same theoretical assumptions. The World Bank 

and bilateral donor policy positions derive from the neo-classical theory of land tenure 

and individual property rights. The neo-classical position has gained significant influence 

over land management in Africa through donor conditionalities on land administration 

and through increased donor funding for academic research in land tenure and land 

conflict. Donor-led land tenure reform programs are expanding rapidly across African 

                                                             
52 Ibid., xli. 
53 World Bank consultant, personal communication, Accra, 2006. 
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countries,54 with the World Bank alone continuously increasing lending for land 

institution reform, valued around $1 billion for 25 projects from 2000-04.55  

The World Bank now acknowledges land conflicts, but the approach to the 

problem remains largely unchanged from the earlier neo-classical position. In the 1975 

Land Reform Policy, the World Bank argued that antiquated, customary land systems 

hindered economic development. Peasant groups allocated land irrationally,  based on 

communal ties and a concern for social harmony, rather than according to productivity.56 

Groups and community members used the land inefficiently, because traditional land 

tenure institutions failed to provide security and incentives for investment.57 

Alternatively, modern land markets had individual title registration and boundary 

demarcation that provided both security and the incentives to invest in productivity and 

allocate land efficiently. The modern land market transfers land to those most able to 

extract its highest value. Modern title institutions could therefore advance commercial 

agriculture,“increasing agriculture’s contribution to social well-being.” 58  

The World Bank turned this neo-classical theoretical position into development 

policy. It proposed a policy framework that would improve agricultural productivity 

through state intervention in land tenure. The mandatory introduction of individual land 

                                                             
54 For a review of shifts in land tenure programs in the aid community: Toulmin, C. and Julian Quan, eds. 
Evolving Land Rights, Policy and Tenure in Africa (London: DFID/IIED/NRI, 2000).  
55 Deininger, Land Policies for Growth. 
56 George Dalton, “Traditional Production in Primitive African Economies,” Quarterly Journal of 
Economics 76, no. 3 (1962); David J. King, “Land Reform and Participation of the Rural Poor in the 
Developmental Process of African Countries.” Land Tenure Center Report No. 110, Land Tenure Center, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1973. 
57 Omotunde E. G. Johnson, “Economic Analysis: The Legal Framework and Land Tenure Systems,” 
Journal of Law and Economics 15, no. 1 (April, 1972). 
58 Richard L. Barrows and Michael Roth, “Land Tenure and Investment in African Agriculture: Theory and 
Evidence,” The Journal of Modern African Studies 28, no. 2 (June, 1990). 
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title registration, the World Bank argued, would jumpstart capitalist agriculture through 

increased tenure security, increased incentives for investment, and decreased transaction 

costs.  

The World Bank’s policy position then shifted to accommodate an alternative 

view of customary institutions as market-responsive.59 Theorists such as Ault and 

Rutman  argued that when land becomes scarce, individuals in the customary tenure 

system respond rationally to economic incentives, contributing to a natural evolution of 

the land market.60 This followed Boserup’s ground-breaking work that suggested land 

rights evolve in response to growing pressure on land from population growth or 

agricultural commercialization.61 Land rights develop toward individualization as land 

becomes increasingly scarce, making farmers more willing and able to invest. The World 

Bank began to accept parallel reform programs that strengthened both state titling 

institutions and the evolving customary land tenure institutions. The World Bank’s 

policies continued to present traditional institutions as problematic because inadequate 
                                                             
59 K. Deininger, The Evolution of the World Bank’s Land Policy (Washington, DC: World Bank, 1998). For 
a critique of the general shift in the Bank’s program positioning, see: D. F. Bryceson and L. Bank, “End of 
an Era: African Development Policy Parallax,” Journal of Contemporary African Studies19, no. 1 (2001). 
60 D. E. Ault and G. L. Rutman, “Land Scarcity, Property Rights and Resource Allocation in Agriculture: 
Eastern and Southern Africa,” South African Journal of Economics 61, no. 1 (March 1993).; See also their 
earlier article: Ault, D. E. and G. L. Rutman, “The Development of Individual Rights to Property in Tribal 
Africa,” Journal of Law and Economics 22, no. 1 (April 1979). 
61 R. Noronha, A Review of the Literature on Land Tenure Systems in Sub-Saharan Africa (Washington 
D.C., The World Bank, 1985).; R. E. Downs and S. P. Reyna, eds., Land and Society in Contemporary 
Africa (Hanover: University of New Hampshire/London: University Press of New England, 1988).; S. 
Migot-Adholla, et al., “Indigenous Land Rights Systems in Sub-Saharan Africa: A Constraint on 
Productivity?” World Bank Economic Review 5, no. 1 (1991); J. P. Platteau, “Land Reform and Structural 
Adjustment in Sub-Saharan Africa: Controversies and Guidelines,” FAO Economic and Social 
Development Papers, no. 107 (Rome: FAO, 1992).; J. P. Platteau, “The Evolutionary Theory of Land 
Rights as Applied to Sub-Saharan Africa: A Critical Assessment,” Development and Change 27 (1996); T. 
J. Bassett and D. E. Crummey, eds., Land in African Agrarian Systems (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1993).; Pauline Peters, Dividing the Commons: Politics, Policy and Culture in Botswana 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1994). For a review of the theory of land rights evolution in 
Africa, see Platteau, “The Evolutionary Theory of Land Rights.” 
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land records and boundary demarcation caused ambiguity  about ownership.62 Enhanced 

investment remained the aim of policy through clear property rights and an institutional 

framework that guarantees security. Means of this guarantee include the removal of 

ambiguities in land ownership and boundaries and increased efficiency, facilitated by 

transferability of land rights in sales and rental markets. 

In the 1990s, the World Bank introduced “good governance” into its programs 

towards improving implementation of policy. The neo-classical theoretical position and 

dominant liberal-democracy paradigm presented the free market and the democratic form 

of government as mutually reinforcing, a “virtuous circle”. Deininger and Binswanger 

highlighted the emphasis on governance and suggested the steps required prior to 

systematic awarding of land titles including: increased “accountability” of local leaders, a 

transparent and viable legal basis, and institutions to adjudicate boundaries.63 The World 

Bank and other bilateral donors, such as the United States Agency for International 

Development, incorporated notions of good governance into land administration reform 

programs and funding.  

The neo-classical theory implicit in these programs is that the simultaneous 

growth of the market and a capitalist class will lead to demands for individual property 

rights. Malik and Schwab state, “[o]ne of the fundamental economic functions of 

government is to establish and enforce property rights.”64 Rational urban capitalists 

                                                             
62 Arun Malik and Robert M. Schwab, “Optimal Investments to Establish Property Rights in Land,” 
Journal of Urban Economics 29 (1991). 
63 K. Deininger and H. Binswanger, “The Evolution of the World Bank’s Land Policy: Principles, 
Experience, and Future Challenge,” The World Bank Research Observer 14, no. 2, (1999). 
64 Malik and Schwab, “Optimal Investments,” 295. 
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should demand from government a property-rights institution to enhance security for 

greater capital investment and profitability. A democratic regime enables the state to 

support the pursuit of profit by individuals in civil society, in part through instituting and 

buttressing private-property institutions.65  Such institutions emerge with democratic 

forms of governance and release the socially optimal outcome of the market:  increased 

productivity and efficient distribution of resources.  

The World Bank now claims to be reaching broad consensus and maximizing 

synergies with increased donor assistance to reform land tenure and to “build capacity” of 

property rights institutions. 66 Such statements lack persuasiveness under scrutiny.  

 

Critique of Rational Choice Approaches to Land Violence 

Violence has increased alongside the introduction of programs for institutional 

capacity building in property rights. Case evidence exposes the weaknesses in the neo-

classical assumption of a naturally occurring land-market evolution and the simplified 

solution of documented titles. Cases suggest that titling does not necessarily enhance 

security and can actually deepen inequity and insecurity in the land market. Multiple 

studies of Kenya found that titling increased inequity and landlessness, securing land 

rights primarily for the influential urban elite.67 The Firmin-Sellers and Sellers study of 

                                                             
65 This neo-classical position is reflected in some endogenous democratization theories. See David Leblang, 
“Property Rights, Democracy and Economic Growth,” Political Research Quarterly 49, No. 1 (1996). 
66 Deininger, Land Policies for Growth. 
67 M. Kirk, “The Context for Livestock and Crop-Livestock Development in Africa: The Evolving Role of 
the State in Influencing Property Rights over Grazing Resources in Sub-Saharan Africa,” in N. McCarthy, 
et al., Property Rights, Risk and Livestock Development in Africa, International Symposium on Property 
Rights, Risk and Livestock Development, Feldafing, Germany, September, 1998. ; T. C. Pinkney and P. K. 
Kimuyu, “Land Tenure Reform in East Africa: Good, Bad or Unimportant?” Journal of African Economies 
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Cameroon found that most titles were awarded to state elites and businessmen, with only 

6% of title applicants successfully navigating the titling process.68 All farmers 

interviewed in the study of Cameroon reported that their land rights had been threatened 

and that titling did not increase security.69 The titling of a land market leads not to a 

peaceful exchange, but to heightened insecurity and increased social tensions, whether 

through mandatory titling or through the emergence of individual land rights from the 

customary system.  

The increased insecurity of land-holding during the emergence of a titled land-

sales market creates the conditions for individuals to seek private, coercive means to 

defend their own interests and establish their own land security. This turn toward “self 

help” in land security further suggests the failure of good governance policies in titling 

institutions. African capitalists defied the expected behavior outlined in neo-classical 

models. Many land investors do not pressure government to strengthen institutions and 

enforce property rights. Capitalists often avoid formal institutions altogether and choose 

to operate outside the parameters of the state. Studies of the land market in Ghana found 

that investors avoided state institutions even if that meant decreased access to the formal 

                                                                                                                                                                                      
3, no. 1 (1994).; J. K. Green, “Evaluating the Impact of Consolidation of Holdings, Individualization of 
Tenure, and Registration of Title: Lessons from Kenya,” Land Tenure Center Paper No. 129, Land Tenure 
Center, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1997. 
68 K. Firmin-Sellers and P. Sellers, “Expected Failures and Unexpected Successes of Land Titling in 
Africa,” World Development 27, no. 7 (1999). 
69 Ibid.; See also, D. A. Atwood, “Land Registration in Africa: The Impact on Agricultural Production,” 
World Development 18, no. 5 (1990). 
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credit market; these studies highlighted the use of informal credit markets for land 

development.70  

As Chapter 5 will discuss below, democracy may also fail to bring accountability 

to land administration, statutory or customary. Rather, the introduction of democracy 

coincided with deepened patronage in Ghana. Market actors used patron-client networks 

to gain political means to control land resources. Land disputants and competitors 

attempted to strengthen their positions in disputes with personal, patronage links to state 

officials. Patrons tilted the process of official titling to favor clients and manipulated the 

courts to obtain and defend informal and formal land transfers for clients. State officials 

used political influence over institutions to protect clients’ private land-guard armies from 

prosecution. Citizens under a democratic dispensation did not use their electoral power to 

resist the arbitrary interference of state officials and abuse of institutions in land matters; 

instead, they used ties to state officials to skew legal and violent disputes in their favor.  

Neo-classical theory and land policies influence government policy through aid 

conditionalities. The policies have unintended outcomes because neo-classical theories 

separate analysis of the market from the political context in which individual actors and 

groups of actors make choices and operate. Land is embedded in the social structure and 

history of a society and is almost impossible to abstract from its political, social, ritual, 

                                                             
70 S. Osei Kwame and F. Antwi, “The Impact of Land Delivery and Finance in the Supply of Residential 
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and affective meanings.71 Historical and contemporary cases of the transition from 

traditional rights to a competitive market-based system reveal a process fraught with 

contention and violence. The ruling classes use political and coercive means to control 

land and land-based resources, denying political foes and subaltern classes, access and 

ownership. The neo-classical assumption of the natural emergence of a free market 

through unfettering opportunities and rational individual responses ignores the social 

structure and the struggle to control land. Neo-classical theory disassociates the market 

from the non-economic factors that shape the nascent land market and produce a socially 

sub-optimal outcome.  

In addition, the neo-classical argument that grievances cause land violence is also 

flawed. To begin, testing the soundness of the grievance theory in general is problematic, 

because it is not clear whether grievance factors can be accurately measured. Statistical 

data on land ownership, user rights, and levels of wealth across one or more ethnic groups 

is often woefully inaccurate or unavailable. In addition, gini-coefficients used in the 

statistical analysis of the theory may not provide an effective proxy for grievance factors, 

even assuming the data are accurate.72 The attempt to incorporate social and ethnic 

factors in a primarily economic theory is advantageous, but the limitations of the data and 

of the proxy variables for grievance measurement undermine the robustness of a 

statistical explanation for violence over land. 

                                                             
71 Charles C. Soludo, “Comparative Institutional Development: Lessons from Rural Land Markets in 
Africa,” Department of Economics, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 2000. 
72 Cramer, “Homo Economicus Goes to War.” 
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Apart from measurement problems, the theory also fails to specify the conditions 

under which the grievance explanation holds and provides no trigger mechanism for the 

escalation of local violence into widespread conflict. Most land disputes do not erupt into 

widespread conflict or civil war.  Rather, they can continue for generations with only 

periodic violent confrontations. Scholars applied the grievance theory of conflict to 

explain only a narrow set of cases of land conflict in Africa, but the theory cannot 

account for the majority of land-violence cases. 

The neo-classical grievance theory that the World Bank applied to large-scale 

conflicts over land ultimately fails to explain the rise and proliferation of land-related 

conflicts. Grievance factors cannot account for all or even most cases of violence over 

land. Ethnicity has become a factor in the escalation of a few land-related conflicts, but 

many violent disputes do not involve inter-ethnic disparity in access to land resources. 

Intra-ethnic land disputes tend to be overlooked as a source of persistent violence. 

Violent land disputes between powerful individuals or factions, in which neither side has 

a claim to ethnic and traditional rights of access, are also becoming more common. The 

grievance theory emphasizes ethnic disparity as the primary causal factor, thereby 

excluding a large number of cases. 

Ultimately, examination of the underlying assumptions of the neo-classical theory 

of land tenure most effectively reveals the failure of the theory to provide an explanation 

for violence. Neo-classical theory does not address problems directly associated with a 

transitional period in land relations, because the shift in rights to land, from customary to 

market, is treated as an unfettering of natural impulses lying dormant. Neo-classical 
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theory assumes individual land rights to be a normal part of economic development, 

whether they evolve in response to the market or are mandated by the state.73 Individuals 

released from inhibiting factors, in this case customary institutions, can act on natural 

market incentives and respond to individual market opportunities. The emphases of neo-

classical literature on land tenure is in fact unmasking opportunity and enabling 

individuals to respond. For instance, Fisk and Shand argue for policies that increase the 

“incentive factor” transmitted by market forces.74 Meiksins Wood, however, has 

challenged this understanding of the market. 75 Emphasis on opportunity and choice 

ignores the upheaval caused by the social transition from customary norms of land 

allocation to the economic compulsion of market forces. The assumption of continuity 

between non-capitalist and capitalist societies denies the rupture with earlier social forms 

and the factors that shape the emerging form. Neo-classical theory excludes a discussion 

of transition and the tensions and conflict that often occur with social change, because the 

theory assumes a naturalness of and continuity in a market of opportunities and 

incentives. 

An alternative body of literature grew in response to such perceived failures of a 

simplistic rational individual theory, as well as the documentation of social devastation 

that followed the introduction of new titling policies and programs. Theorists sought 

                                                             
73 William J. Barber, “Land Reform and Economic Change Among African Farmers in Kenya,” Economic 
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evidence in empirical cases to counter the assumptions of neo-classical theory, explained 

further below.  

 

Section 2. An Alternative Paradigm: Negotiability, Contingency and 

Cultural Durability 

Agency literature also found a process of change under way in tenure relations in 

Africa, driven by increasing scarcity of land due to population growth, environmental 

degradation, and the changing position of the village in the wider economy. The new 

approach to the evolution of land tenure, however, differed vastly in method and analysis 

from the neo-classical. Agency scholars dismissed the generalization of economic 

theories and privileged the singularity of each case. Research focused on the contingent 

conjunctures of case-specific factors and the agency of individuals amid changing social 

relations over land.  

 

Agency in Land Disputes 

Empirical studies based primarily in anthropology and sociology privileged 

methodological interpretivism and observer immersion in small, rural communities. 

Scholars brought to the center of analysis the proposition that land relations are socially 

embedded. Changes in land tenure represented agency in the relations among people and 

between people and the eco-system, not just rational responses to market incentives. 

Economic rationality became one of many factors that shaped land-related social 

relations.  
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In-depth case studies provided narratives of land disputes and the actions of 

individuals and groups within the disputes. Agency scholars acknowledged that 

population growth and land scarcity may stimulate changes in land relations, but found 

that contestation over land tenure has multiple meanings.76 In short, land holds meaning 

beyond its economic use. Land intertwines with the creation and recreation of ethnic 

identity. Struggles over land and land tenure, including state programs of titling, are not 

just a contest over material resources; they are debates over the symbolic meaning of 

custom and tradition and group identity.77 Economic models cannot unveil the causes of 

disputes or predict the actions of individuals within those disputes because they reduce or 

ignore culture and custom. 

Berry and Peters both highlight the importance of custom and the meaning of land 

in disputes. Individuals and groups struggle over a specific plot of land in a contest over 

the meaning of custom itself. The power to define the land and the group is the power to 

interpret or reinterpret history and to lay claim to land.78 Berry, in particular, argues for 

inclusion of history in understanding land relations because colonial authorities defined 

custom and integrated colonial meanings into socio-economic institutions that had no 

translatable counterparts in most African languages.79 Contemporary conflicts over land 

encompass long-term power struggles over the definition of custom and meaning, not just 

a drive for profit.  
                                                             
76 Berry, “Debating the Land Question in Africa.” 
77 Donald S. Moore, “Clear Waters and Muddied Histories: Environmental History and the Politics of 
Community in Zimbabwe’s Eastern Highlands,” Journal of Southern African Studies 24, no. 2 (June, 
1998). 
78 Sara Berry, “Hegemony on a Shoestring: Indirect Rule and Access to Agricultural Land,” Africa 62, no. 
3 (Jul., 1992). 
79 Berry, “Debating the Land Question in Africa.”  



43 
 

  

While the agency literature contributes to the debate by highlighting complex 

social factors, the emphasis on individual action within a local process of change in land 

relations denies overarching patterns of power relations that favor dominant classes. It 

finds that evolving customary institutions ultimately do not have predictable winners and 

losers because beneficiaries and losers of land disputes are under continual negotiation in 

the flexible customary system.80 Agency scholars such as Berry recognize that skewed 

power structures during the colonial period gave the colonial administration great 

influence over customary leaders and their subjects in land relations. However, they 

argue that flexible social relations within the customary system allow every individual 

and group some room to exercise power in disputes. Individual actors in land disputes 

interact, learn from their experiences, and adapt to constantly changing circumstances. 

Disputants form new strategies and make new alliances with other individuals or groups 

to gain land or defend their existing access to land.81 For instance, peasants may choose 

successful strategies to resist state titling policies that do not benefit them,82 and women 

can resist changes or adopt new strategies to pursue their interests in customary land 

tenure institutions.83 Culture, customary systems, and the agency of individuals vary 

widely, making it difficult to identify patterns in winners and losers and power structures 

across customary land tenure systems. Shipton and Goheen summed up the approach in 

the agency literature:  

                                                             
80 Ibid.   
81 Miriam Goheen, “Chiefs, Sub-chiefs and Local Control: Negotiations Over Land, Struggles Over 
Meaning,” Africa 62, no. 3 (1992). 
82 Shipton and Goheen, “Introduction.”  
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Power relations are shifting and elusive. When customary tenure rules are 

overlaid with national land laws, the variations and permutations are almost 

limitless. The rules have no set meaning; they shift according to the context and 

to the relationship between the various participants’ status, and their 

relationships to each other, to the customary systems, and to the state.84 

Scholars deny that state actors can use their power and state institutions to 

dominate land-tenure disputes, and they support this assertion with the weak-state, 

strong-civil-society literature of political studies. Influential scholars such as Berry 

conclude that the African state is too weak to influence land rights or disputes at the local 

level.85 Institutional failures, scholars suggest, show that state and political actors are 

largely inconsequential to the process of changing land relations.86 Williams’ cross-

country study of Africa argues that the failed attempts to reform land tenure and expand 

state control over land through registration are emblematic of the resiliency of 

community institutions, and, implicitly, the weak state.87 Some studies conclude that 

titling failures render systematic titling programs justifiable only in exceptional 

circumstances of extreme land scarcity.88 Institutional outcomes are inconclusive because 
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local land tenure institutions are primarily the result of an open-ended process of social 

negotiation.89 

Agency studies attempt to push the debate over land tenure and land disputes 

beyond the narrow view of economic rationality and efficiency to reveal deeper social 

causes of and responses to changes in land relations. Agency scholars conclude that the 

process of change in land is open-ended and in a persistent state of flux, countering the 

neo-classical argument that land tenure is evolving in a progressive, modernizing advance 

toward individual rights.90 Interpretive studies of agency identify the symbolic meaning 

of land, and the struggle to define custom above land, as a material resource. Agency 

incorporates power relations into studies but finds power relations flexible in the 

customary system. Land relations fluctuate, causes of disputes vary, disputes are 

inclusive and negotiable, and institutional outcomes are indefinite. The identification of 

generalizable factors and causal patterns in land-related violence is as elusive as 

suggesting a solution. Shipton and Goheen conclude, “If a single lesson emerges from 

recent scholarship on African land-holding, it is that it is complex, variable and fluid … 

the inescapable policy suggestion is that it ‘depends.’”91  
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Critique of the Agency Discourse 

The agency literature serves to counter the narrow neo-classical approach and 

expose the complexity of land relations. However, most agency literature fails to offer a 

clear or generalizable explanation for land violence and conflict. Peters argues in a 

landmark paper that the focus on opposing neo-liberal land tenure programs creates a 

negotiability argument that overestimates peasant agency and fails to confront its own 

evidence of increasing conflict and inequality.92 Agency scholars privilege the social 

embeddedness of land relations and the struggle over defining the meaning of custom and 

ethnic identity in relation to land, giving inadequate attention to the ways in which both 

local and state power structures shape conflicts and impose constraints.  

The agency approach suffers from a number of weaknesses. First, the 

methodological approach of agency hinders a full explanation for violence over land. 

Observer immersion studies often examine only the immediate actions of disputing 

individuals. Fieldwork in remote rural areas where state and political party officials have 

no direct, daily observable presence can lead to incorrect assumptions: that state 

institutions and national actors play an insignificant role in local affairs, and that 

community institutions are independent of the state and outside electoral politics.93 

Studies therefore often exclude events, such as elections and major development projects 

that local notables and customary leaders, in alliance with state officials, use to gain 

privilege and strengthen their power over rivals. 
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Second, agency scholars often repeat the mistake of neo-classical studies by 

examining relatively short time periods and excluding a longitudinal analysis, specifically 

of the political history of local institutions and their relationship to the state. Political 

actors and local notables in many African countries such as Ghana engaged in struggles 

at the local level over the form of land institutions and sought to use control over land to 

consolidate power during the colonial and post-independence periods. Customary leaders 

manipulated access to state power to pursue their interests, and state actors used state 

coercive bodies to support their political clients against rivals’ land claims.94 In an 

example from Kenya, the colonial state reformed land tenure to extend state control in an 

effort to subdue rebellion and customary leaders.95 The exclusion of an historical analysis 

of institutions, given the importance of land tenure in the historical development of 

African politics, limits the ability of agency to recognize the extent to which political 

actors and institutions shape local power relations.  

Third, agency studies focus on the exercise of independent action by individuals 

within disputes that are part of a larger process of social change. Outcomes of disputes 

are not identified, because focus is on the process of dispute and the dispute is considered 

open-ended.96 Even where violence is observed, the conditions under which the process 

becomes violent are rarely addressed. The objective is to interpret meaning for each of 

the actors engaged in the dispute, and to broaden the discussion by integrating the cultural 
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factors that influence social relations for each case. The approach denies causal patterns 

of violence across cases of disputes and fails to make generalizable statements on the 

triggers that escalate tensions between individuals or groups.  

Fourth, agency privileges culture, and in doing so, denies the power relations that 

underpin customary institutions. Customary authorities often enjoy patronage links to 

state officials that enable them to utilize state and private resources to consolidate their 

social power even within a changing context.97 Chiefs in Ghana can bring or block 

networks of social support to state officials that can offer legitimacy; this gives chiefs a 

certain mediating power between state and subjects. Chiefs also must have official 

recognition from the state, which gives state officials leverage over chiefs. State officials 

often use this power to manipulate traditional courts and customary rules to pursue their 

own political interests and to access resources in a customary territory. The traditional 

aristocracy and the ruling class direct the process of change in land relations more than 

does the peasant, despite inclusion of peasants in dialogue over land-tenure institutions. 

Amanor points out that Berry focuses on the social networks around land, but says that 

she fails to recognize the social differentiation and to see that the elites are the most able 

to invest in the social networks and influence the outcomes of dialogue and disputes.98 

This patron-client relationship between the traditional aristocracy and state officials links 

the state in local affairs and contributes to the “durability” of customary systems. 

                                                             
97 For a discussion of the role of chiefs in African politics, see: Irving Markovitz, Power and Class in 
Africa (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1987), 153-158, 168-171; R. Sklar, “The Nature of Class 
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98 Kojo S. Amanor, “Global Restructuring and Land Rights in Ghana: Forest Food Chains, Timber and 
Rural Livelihoods,” Research Report no. 108 (Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikaininstitutet, 1999). 
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Emphasis on agency and cultural durability provides a foil to economic 

reductionism. But, ultimately, it neglects the importance of power relations and material 

factors in disputes over land. The primary causal factor in land violence is usually not the 

struggle for meaning, even where conflicts may have an ethnic or clan identity 

dimension. As one scholar reflected on Rwanda, “All these people who were about to be 

killed had land and at times cows. And somebody had to get these lands and those cows 

after their owners were dead. In a poor and increasingly overpopulated country, this was 

not a negligible incentive.”99 A more developed approach examines the layering of 

historical ethnic disputes with inequality between the ethnic groups; this disparity is 

generated by unequal power relations and access to state resources.100 This argument 

suggests that conflicts in most Sub-Saharan African cases can be understood better 

through analysis of the historical layering of ethnicity and unequal access to resources, 

particularly land, within the broader political economy that structures state power 

relations. 

A few scholars dissatisfied with the theoretical limitations of agency analysis have 

called for recognition of the process by which interests are claimed and secured. They 

have asked how these interests intersect with local power relations.101 Peters calls for 

decreased emphasis on negotiability and more attention to large processes and “broader 

economic and social changes taking place over the past century, particularly during the 

                                                             
99 G. Prunier, The Rwanda Crisis, 142.  
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past thirty or so years . . . (including commodification, structural adjustment, market 

liberalization and globalization).”102 A useful analysis needs to identify the causal 

patterns of violence by addressing the historical confrontation between broader group 

interests without denying the interaction of individuals in the process of social change. 

 

Section 3. Patterns of Violence: Structural Arguments and Class 

Differentiation 

Structural analysis focuses on the role of changing class interests and relations in 

the violence of socio-economic transitions, departing from the methodological 

individualism and rational-choice approaches of the neo-classical scholars and from the 

local contingencies emphasized by agency studies. Structuralists seek to identify groups 

with clear interests in land disputes and to highlight the conflicting interests of capitalists 

on one hand and workers and peasants on the other. Structuralists situate local disputes 

over land in the context of a changing global political economy. They analyze the process 

by which groups pursue their interests, the formation and changing nature of the state and 

political institutions, and the methods by which particular groups control institutions to 

exclude others from acquiring resources. For instance, structuralists examine how 

changes to land tenure institutions and new policies on land titling affect the distribution 

of land resources and, therefore, increase or reduce inequality between groups. 

Structuralists use this approach to identify patterns in land-related violence linked to 

changes in the global political economy.  
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The Causal Path: Global Capital to Local Violence 

Structural scholars conclude that global capital drives changes in land relations at 

the local level. The causal path from global capital to violence over local land involves 

multiple, compounding steps. First, structural adjustment and aid conditionalities enable 

global corporations to extend their operations into African markets. Second, the 

expansion of the global market into African economies increases the demand for land for 

greater commodity production, which in turn escalates land values and market 

competition. Third, commodification of the African land market heightens inequality 

because peasants lose out to actors with more power, particularly global corporations or 

politicians with connections to the global market. The growing disparity in access to land 

and in land holdings deepens a process of social differentiation between classes,103 

generates “depeasantization”104 and fosters the emergence of a semi-proletariat in African 

societies. This semi-proletariat refers to a class that is simultaneously rural and urban, and 

active in both the capitalist, commodified market and the informal or subsistence sector, 

reflecting the incomplete dual processes of agrarian development and industrial 

development. The final step is conflict, which ensues between classes as capitalists, the 

semi-proletariat, and African political leaders struggle for control over land.  

Scholars give prominence to the forces of globalization in altering class relations 

over land. Globalization drives up demand and land value at the local level. Global 
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demand and prices have risen for many traditional commodities such as cocoa and timber 

products, and nontraditional, high-value crops such as pineapple, fresh flowers and bio-

fuels. A new international division in agriculture created by the center (Europe and 

America) forced commodity producers on the periphery to concentrate on supplying a 

saturated market with few traditional tropical products and new high-value crops. 

Moreover, growing populations competed with expanding commercial commodity 

producers for land, pushing up values. Structural adjustment at the same time led to cuts 

in state spending on social services and agricultural inputs. This action increased claims 

on land for subsistence. Retrenchment of workers compounded the problem. They 

returned to the villages to compete with agrarian-based peasants for access to land. 

Finally neo-liberal policies exacerbated tensions by unleashing a market-based 

redistribution of land that favored the elite. Ensuing rising land values increased the 

inequality between interest groups, with subaltern classes proving the least able to acquire 

land or even maintain access to subsistence-level plots. The semi-proletariat suffered the 

greatest loss, as structural adjustment created a resource squeeze from multiple directions, 

increasing the cost of social services and basic commodities, and undermining its social 

reproductive ability.105 It is not surprising that the semi-proletariat engaged in land 

squatting and occupation and violently resisted its exclusion from diminishing means of 

self-reproduction.106 

Democracy does not figure as a progressive factor in structural arguments. 

Structuralists dispute the ideal of the democratic free-market paradigm, in which 

                                                             
105 Moyo and Yeros, Reclaiming the Land. 
106 Ibid.  



53 
 

  

democracy enables those disadvantaged by structural adjustment to pursue their interests 

effectively and to make demands on accountable leaders. Moyo and Yeros argue that 

neo-liberalism has co-opted both political parties and civil society groups, removing these 

democratic tools as effective tactical options to pursue alternative strategies of 

development.107 Democratic institutions effectively exclude the semi-proletariat, leaving 

violence as a primary option in the struggle for land. Bernstein adds to this argument by 

broadly concluding that in a context where the semi-proletariat lacks organized political 

representation, violence is generally defensive in nature.108  

Scholars examined the potential of democracy to provide a mechanism for 

resolving grievances over land and land-based resources. Moore’s study on Zimbabwe 

concluded that perverse authoritarian politicians have used violence in ostensibly 

democratic systems, but he left open the possibility that more genuine democratic 

institutions could enable greater equality.109 Moyo, on the other hand, argues that the 

democratic dispensation that spread with structural adjustment implicitly failed to provide 

a peaceful means for subaltern classes to pursue and defend their own interests.110 

Amanor’s study of forest areas in Ghana supports that argument, revealing cases where 

the state elite mobilized state coercive institutions to violently repress local resistance to 
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commodification of forestland without recourse to democratic institutions. 111 Moyo 

concludes with the general point that the semi-proletariat has resorted to subversive, 

spontaneous acts of sabotage or violence to achieve its interests largely because it had 

few other options in the era of globalization and structural adjustment.112 Within this 

context, any resistance from subaltern classes is quickly suppressed by the state.  

Fewer scholars address the nature of politics and patronage in Africa within the 

discussion about political institutions and land violence, but such studies provide a 

stronger explanation. In one example, Bestemen disputes tribal and ethnic causal 

arguments for conflict in the Jubba Valley in Somalia. Rather, she identifies linkages 

between global political and economic interests and the intervention and manipulation in 

local land relations by the domestic elite. Speculation and investment by the domestic 

elite precipitated by global interests ultimately led to violence between politically 

motivated militias in Somalia.113 Southgate and Hulme also found patronage links 

between local and national actors critical to the growing inequality in land relations in 

Kenya.114 They argue that elites pursued accumulation in land and resources through 

manipulation of state institutions and of local clients.  

In sum, the structural causal argument for land-related violence begins with global 

capital pursuing and spreading commodification to African countries. This increases 
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demand for land and pushes up land values. Global capital interests concentrate land 

ownership into fewer holdings, excluding the semi-proletariat. The process of land 

commodification initiated by global capital leads to struggle between classes in African 

countries. Economic and political interests in land, the interaction of local interests with 

global economic changes and policy paradigms, and state political institutions and the 

nature of politics play a role in an increasingly violent process of commodification in 

land. While structuralists sharpen the debate on land conflict in Africa by incorporating 

global political and economic factors into generalizable causal analyses of local land 

violence, their approach has limitations. 

 

Critique of the Structural Arguments 

Structuralists give too much causal significance to structural adjustment in their 

conclusions. The causal path from structural adjustment to conflict is not clear.115 

Structural adjustment may play a role in creating violent claims to land, but the causal 

mechanism must be clarified. In the case of Ghana, land violence occurred in the period 

prior to structural adjustment, tapered off after the initial period of structural adjustment, 

and then intensified after democratization. The role of structural adjustment in causing 

changes to the land market, and, ultimately, in precipitating violence, cannot be known 

until the period of structural adjustment is explicitly compared to other periods. Structural 

adjustment may be just one of a number of factors on the long path of changing social 

relations over land.  
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Structural studies too often fail to make the explicit links between structural 

adjustment, the expansion of global capital into the land market, and rising land values. It 

is not adequate to conclude that structural adjustment leads to global capital penetration, 

which in turn increases demand and values of land that cause violence. The specific 

means by which structural adjustment acted as a mechanism to create violence must also 

be identified. This requires greater attention to local historical conditions, such as specific 

reforms and actors. For example, in former settler colonies such as Zimbabwe, global or 

expatriate corporate entry in the land markets may be significant. Likewise, commodity 

enclaves such as timber, gold and coltan may experience high rates of global capital 

penetration. Structural adjustment may also enable global firms to increase participation 

in African markets through procurement and construction contracts. However, in each of 

these cases, the role of actors, economic reforms, and global capital must be defined as 

part of a process of rising land violence. Indeed, some land violence cases occur where 

direct global capital investment in land is minimal and domestic actor investment high, 

such as Ghana’s peri-urban real estate development. While a general theory on changing 

land relations and violence is important, at the same time, the specific context within 

which structural adjustment operates should not be ignored.  

In addition, most structural studies diminish the agency of local actors and give 

inadequate attention to the links, particularly patron-client networks, between the global 

and local actors. Many structural studies strip local political and market actors of their 

agency, presenting them as puppets of global capital. Structuralists too often assume that 

global capital interests outweigh national or local interests. Yet, scholars such as Bayart 
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and Sklar have shown that local political actors are not merely the agents of global 

capital: “However ‘dependent’ or ‘extraverted’ the economy of an underdeveloped 

country may be, the autonomy of its bourgeoisie may yet be firmly established upon a 

foundation of indigenous political organisation.”116 Miliband argues that there are 

“powerful influences and constraints, from outside the state, international as well as 

indigenous, which affect the nature of the decisions taken; and these may well be very 

strong and compelling. But it is ultimately a very small group of people in the state . . . 

who decide what is to be done or not done; and it is only in very exceptional cases that 

those who make the decisions are left with no range of choice at all.”117  

The same holds for an “extraverted democracy.” Structural studies tend to 

emphasize the dominance of global capital regardless of the local context, and, therefore, 

they give inadequate attention to the national state structures and variations in state 

institutions across cases. This suggests that African politicians, even in a democracy, are 

primarily concerned with pleasing external agencies and global commercial interests. 

These studies further assume that aid conditionalities deprive the state of sovereignty and 

agency. However, as Berman suggests, the state is too often presented as a structurally 

determined agent of metropolitan capitalism.118 This ignores the internal processes of the 

state and the ruling class’s pursuit of its interests through local state institutions. In many 

cases, domestic state institutions, the domestic ruling class, and local patronage politics 

shape changes in land relations.  
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Structural studies fail to demonstrate a clear causal path among globalization, 

structural adjustment, and violence in local land disputes. The prominent factors 

attributed to globalization – high land values and inequality in land access – are not new 

in African society. Rising land values and unequal land holdings in previous periods of 

commoditization in Africa occurred without the intensity and persistence of the current 

violence. Rising land values can increase competition for resources, but this may occur 

peacefully. Inequality in land, as agency studies show, is common, and disputes can 

sometimes continue over successive generations without intense fighting. The existing 

case evidence, rather, suggests a need to pull apart the factors and clarify the 

interrelationship among the global political economy, rising local land values, and 

inequality in land access in the intensification of violent outcomes. We need to take an 

historical approach that both examines a longer process of change in land relations and 

analyzes the recent impact of structural adjustment and democratization. We need to ask: 

What factors and conditions shape the changes in land relations and, more specifically, in 

land values and land access in Ghana? What triggers violence in changing land relations 

and in pre-existing and continuous local disputes? 

 

Section 4. Land Violence: A Class Argument 

Land and Class Power 

Land institutions and markets do not naturally evolve, but are forged in the 

struggle for control and power between classes, and within classes. This struggle for 

power and dominance in Africa is intricately tied to control over land. Class control over 
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resources and power is directly related to rights to access and transfer or alienate land. 

Table 2.1 below provides ideal types of landholding patterns and transfer rights related to 

class position.  
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Table 2.1 Landholding patterns in Africa 

Class Position Landholding patterns Power over allocation 

Landless peasant 
No actual usufruct access to 
an individual plot of land as a 
customary subject 

None 

Tenant farmers 

Usufruct rights of customary 
land; exchange for percentage 
of goods produced and/or 
labor for customary 
aristocracy or capitalist 
landowner 

Cannot transfer land use 
rights 

Subsistence peasant 

Customary, usufruct rights to 
traditional plot; 
Access primarily limited to 
subsistence food production 

Right to transfer land-use 
rights to family members or 
heirs 

Small, capitalist farmer 

Leasehold: usufruct rights to 
land plot above subsistence; 
may contract for commercial 
production 

Can transfer leasehold 

Capitalist/bourgeoisie 

Leasehold: either publicly 
owned or customary land 
used for commercial 
purposes, e.g. commodity 
production or real estate 
development 

Can transfer leasehold or 
alienate land where no 
customary owner has a 
claim 

Traditional aristocracy 

Customary landholder: holds 
all traditional state lands “in 
trust” for subjects; 
may use land for personal and 
commercial production. 

Determines allocation and 
transfers of land, type of 
use, time period of 
customary usufruct rights or 
leasehold 

State institutions 

Public landholder: holds some 
customary lands “in trust” for 
subjects of traditional “states” 
and holds some publicly-
owned lands 

Can transfer publicly owned 
lands; 
Can transfer lands held “in 
trust” for traditional states; 
Can determine land use, plot 
size and lease periods 

 

In Ghana, we find all the patterns of landholdings listed above, though some 

adaptation is necessary for actual case studies. The groups outlined in fact tend to straddle 
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multiple types of land access and rights as land relations change. For instance, landless 

peasants are included above, despite the argument that Ghana has no landless peasants 

under the customary system. The 1992 Constitution upholds the customary system that 

grants land rights to all subjects of traditional states or clans. However, this constitutional 

provision is largely nominal. Increasingly, subsistence peasants are being denied access 

to customary land, held either by the stool or the clan. Instead, they migrate to small 

towns and regional or national urban centers, often to work in the informal sector. The 

retention of links to the customary system and the occasional overlap with subsistence 

farming on a small, often non-customary area to supplement non-farm income earns this 

group the title “semi-proletariat” in some literature.119 In another example, distinctions 

between the capitalist bourgeoisie and those in control of state institutions are often 

blurred in Africa. The ruling class uses access and control of state institutions to gain 

control of larger areas of land, both customary and public. Some retain the land for 

capitalist ventures, such as commercial farming, while others merely resell the land to 

commercial developers.  

The nature of the ruling class and its multiple uses of land are central to this study. 

Land relations are the nexus of class relations in Africa, as classes in Africa derive power 

from their positions in controlling land. The struggle for that control creates both inter-

class and intra-class conflict. Land is primarily a tool in the struggle for ruling-class 

dominance in Africa, as both a material and a political resource. The ruling class uses 
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control over land to build, or dismantle, patron-client networks. It also seeks to control 

land for more directly material purposes.  

As Diamond has argued, land ownership in Africa provides both a security of 

social place and a base of wealth outside the state that allows for private accumulation 

and importantly, a hedge against loss of state power for the ruling class.120 The ruling 

class in Africa captures the land and land-based resources by straddling and controlling 

the state institutions and civil society organizations relevant to land allocation and 

holdings. This includes the chieftancy organizations that officially recognize the 

traditional aristocracy and the rulings of the traditional state courts; the state institutions 

that document and recognize land holdings (leases or ownership); and the coercive 

institutions that enforce the positions of the traditional aristocracy and enforce land 

registration and holdings. The ruling class uses the state levers of control over the 

traditional aristocracy to achieve two objectives. First, the ruling class seeks favorable 

leasehold access to pursue commercial commodity production, to exploit land-based 

resources, such as timber or minerals, and to develop real estate.  Second, the ruling class 

seeks to strengthen its own grip on state power by building patron-client networks of 

support through the chiefs. 

The traditional aristocracy continues to rely on land as a central means to retain 

economic and political power over subaltern classes. The traditional aristocracy derives 

much of its local power from controlling access to land and determining the nature of 

leasehold agreements. Customary subjects give loyalty to chiefs who offer land access, 
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and subjects are effectively bound to such chiefs, providing a mechanism through which 

patron-client relations may be built. In addition, the traditional aristocracy uses land to 

further its own economic power. Chiefs put customary land into production based in part 

on bound labor from subjects, though the ability to extract labor from subjects in 

exchange for land access has waned. Chiefs also collect “drink fees” to purchase 

schnapps or gin as part of the exchange for land access, based on the traditional ritual of 

pouring libation as land-use rights are transferred from chief to subject. The 1992 

constitution of Ghana dictates that chiefs cannot alienate customary land, but the law 

does allow them to perform traditional libation rites associated with land transfers for 

leases. Recently, the term “drink fees” has come to represent a market price for lease 

transfers to non-subjects. The traditional aristocracy uses this means to gain financially 

from land leases without violating the constitution or having to account for land revenues 

to subjects. However, the power of the traditional aristocracy to allocate and transfer land 

is circumscribed by the state. The registration of customary or clan land by a lessor or 

new owner requires the signature of a chief or the signatures of chiefs who possess 

official recognition from the state. This provides the ruling class with the means to 

control land allocations made by chiefs.  

Land relations between the classes have shifted unevenly across Ghana as the 

production and exploitation of commodities has gradually spread across different 

geographical areas. The use of land as a material and political tool in the ruling class’ 

quest for hegemony has varied historically across regimes and governments. The ruling 

class has used control over the state and the traditional aristocracy to obtain land to 
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solidify its power and accumulate material wealth. Nkrumah sought to undermine the 

power of wealthy Ashanti chiefs by denying them the right to allocate land and collect 

land revenue.  Under other regimes, the ruling class used its position to bolster the 

traditional aristocracy’s control over land in an effort to gain support through local 

patron-client networks established by the chiefs. The approaches of the ruling class to 

land have changed across regimes, but land remains a material and political resource for 

ruling-class domination over the traditional aristocracy and subaltern classes. 

 

The Nature of the Ruling Class 

An investigation of the role of land in ruling-class formation and strategies to 

consolidate power can help to explain the forging of a violent land market. The Ghanaian 

ruling class relies on its organizational positioning, primarily in state land institutions, 

state-owned finance companies, and coercive institutions, to dominate the domestic 

resource of land. It straddles the private, capitalist sector in which it seeks control over 

land for private wealth. At the same time, the Ghanaian ruling class largely prevails over 

the traditional aristocracy that controls land allocation at the local level.  

The fractious nature of the ruling class exacerbates tensions over land and the 

struggle of primitive accumulation. Each faction seeks to exclude rival factions from 

resources. Dominant class factions have sought to control resources to prevent rival 

factions from acquiring financial power that would enable a strong electoral campaign 

and from subsequently building a rival clientelist network to obtain access to state power. 

State power reinforced the ability to exclude rivals through selective, instrumental use of 
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coercive institutions, the judiciary and financial institutions. Intense competition for 

resources and attempts to exclude other factions occurred within parties, as well as across 

party lines. The struggle to control resources became increasingly violent; it spread 

between numerous factions that sought new ways to exclude rivals from financial and 

patronage power. Superimposing the factional electoral politics of the ruling class on the 

local struggle for power and control of resources also raised the stakes for local clients. 

The election of patrons to positions of power provided local factions with the potential to 

use access to the state to consolidate their own power over rivals. 

 

Areas of Analysis 

The transition in land relations has been messy and the path convoluted. This 

dissertation uses three primary areas of analysis to help highlight key events in the 

process of change that stand out as causally significant: regime threats and means of 

accessing power, the means of accumulation, and the means of coercion.121 Changes in 

these three primary areas interact to create shifts in the ruling-class strategy on land. This 

dissertation examines how changes in accessing power, accumulating wealth, and 

monopolizing violence across historical periods have altered the level of violence over 

land. Each area is briefly introduced and outlined below. 
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Means of Accessing Power 

Land is political and plays a role in relations among the ruling class, traditional 

aristocracy, and subaltern classes. Land has been used as a political tool throughout 

Ghana’s history. For instance, the colonial government supported the centralized control 

over land by chiefs as a means to buttress the role of chiefs in their strategy of indirect 

rule. Likewise, the post-independence-ruling class faction in power sought to deprive 

chiefs of control over land in those areas that posed the greatest threat to revenues; they 

accomplished this by giving parallel state agencies the authority to collect land revenue. 

In another possible arrangement, relegating control over land to the subjects of the stool, 

who only nominally own the land, would, in effect, deprive the chiefs and the ruling class 

of power over the subaltern classes because the lower classes would gain economic 

power. Land, including both possession and control over its allocation, can be understood 

as a central locus for class relations and a tool for ruling-class dominance.  

A change in the accepted means to access power also alters the threats to gaining 

and holding on to it. Some African countries have experienced several changes in their 

ways of acquiring power since independence. In the 1960s and 1970s, strategies 

responded to the plausible threat of a coup. This differs from strategies to gain power 

through a democratic election, particularly where relatively free and fair elections are 

broadly accepted as the only means to change government. Such shifting in the accepted 

means to power is occurring in Africa, particularly in Ghana. Posner and Young 

optimistically presented quantitative evidence of an increasing tendency in African 

politics to seek power through democratic institutions. The Afrobarometer suggests a 
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general acceptance of the democratic dispensation as the legitimate means to access and 

retain political power in Ghana.122 At the same time, Posner and Young also observed 

that recent elections have been intensely competitive. Electoral politics now dominates 

the formation of ruling-class strategies for consolidating political and economic power in 

Ghana. This point is critical because political actors rearrange the role of land to suit the 

prevailing mode of acquiring power. 

Politics is a zero-sum game in the context of economic scarcity, where access to 

the state is the only way to gain and retain both institutional and financial power. The 

“government entrepreneur” seeks control of the political apparatus largely as a means to 

control material resources.123 Control over productive forces, state programs and projects, 

or the informal sector can be used to increase personal wealth and build patron-client 

networks to reproduce control over the state.124 Democratic elections may be increasingly 

accepted as the only legitimate means to power, but economic scarcity raises the stakes of 

winning an election. The need for the rapid creation of loyal constituencies of voters has 

(re)invigorated patronage.125 

In addition, new political actors did not necessarily emerge with the reorganized 

institutions created by electoral politics. The transition in Ghana was, as in other 

countries across the continent, supervised by incumbent leaders and set in motion by the 
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old politicians.126 Old “Big Men” either made a personal comeback or quietly supported 

new faces in revived post-independence parties. As Daloz observed, the wealth 

accumulated under previous governments provided the basis for invigorating patronage 

relations in the new democratic dispensation.127 New political parties formed along 

previous party traditions and carried forward historical, dominant-class fissures. The 

disjointed nature of the dominant class shaped the patronage politics that arose. 

Democracy did not eliminate the role of land in politics; it merely changed the role of 

land in the political strategy of the ruling class. Understanding changes in the path to 

power and the ways in which they altered the role of land in politics contribute to a better 

understanding of the causes of land violence.  

 

Means of Accumulation 

Retaining power and accumulating resources by the ruling class is inter-related. 

Therefore, changes in the ruling-class strategy to gain and retain power re-shape the 

ruling class’s approach to accumulation. The role of land in this process has varied. The 

ruling class has alternated between using land primarily as a political tool and using it as 

a commodity for building personal wealth. The contradictions that arise from this 

conflicting role have created tensions in land relations. The ruling class must weaken the 

subaltern classes in order to acquire land because the land effectively belongs to the 

people, as it is held in trust for the subjects of customary stools by the traditional 

                                                             
126 Robert Bates, Markets and States in Tropical Africa: The Political Basis of Agricultural Policies 
(Berkeley: California University Press, 1994). 
127 Jean-Pascal Daloz, ““Big Men” in Sub-saharan Africa: How Elites Accumulate Positions and 
Resources”, Comparative Sociology 2, no. 1 (2003). 
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aristocracy. At the same time, such appropriation undermines the authority of the 

traditional aristocracy and the ruling class. Therefore, the degree to which the ruling class 

incorporates land in its accumulation strategy, as a commodity, alters class relations over 

land. The degree to which the ruling class utilizes land in its accumulation strategy has 

varied largely by access to state funds. 

The means of accumulation in Africa for the capitalist class have been constrained 

by a narrow economic base reliant on primary commodities and by the global structure of 

this market. These constraints pushed the post-independence ruling class toward using 

state resources and state revenue as its primary means to obtain wealth. The constriction 

of budgets in the 1970s with the debt crisis and rising imported fuel costs further limited 

the means to accumulate wealth in many African states. A small faction of the ruling 

class in Ghana temporarily avoided this constraint by printing money, lending massively 

to further its own interests through state-owned banks, and speculating in land and land-

based resources. The introduction of stabilization and structural adjustment programs in 

the 1980s, alongside an expanding state coercive apparatus that sought to limit official 

corruption and increase state revenue, further tightened the available means of 

accumulation for all ruling-class factions. The 1980s in Ghana became known as the 

“lean years” – years of forced austerity and hostility to private business, not least to 

political opponents. 

Democratization changed the dominant class’ sources of accumulation in Ghana, 

on the surface. Democratization hastened the economic liberalization that had begun in 

the 1980s, entailing greater liberalization of markets, increased de-regulation of capital, 
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and extensive privatization of industry. The liberalization of politics deepened an 

acceptance of the “logic” of the market, informed by neo-liberal assumptions about the 

virtuous circle of democracy and free markets. As Fatton points out, the paradigm of 

liberal democracy embraces the “naturalness and necessity” of markets as a precondition 

for the realization of democracy, and, as such, democratization cannot violate 

fundamental notions of the free market or tip the balance of power too far in favor of the 

underprivileged.128 If the process of democratization is going to have the support of the 

privileged, then private property must be inviolable. In Ghana, the old ruling classes 

largely controlled the process of democratization and institutional change, and 

reconfigured the formal institutions to deepen further the dominance of the nascent ruling 

class. Those in control of state institutions began to ease the tight controls placed on 

private business in the 1980s that heavily regulated exploitation of land and land-based 

resources, including the commodity trade and real estate development. As part of this 

process, the ruling class largely dismantled the coercive bodies of the state that had 

sought to enforce revenue collection and prevent official corruption. The new 

“democratic” institutions not only reduced constraints on the market and capital, but also 

ensured the dominance of the ruling classes in the ensuing distributional struggle over 

resources.  

However, economic and political liberalization did not necessarily deter the ruling 

class from adopting an accumulation strategy outside the state. Accumulation remained 

largely tied to access to state power. Scholars such as Reno and Bayart, Ellis and Hibou 
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argue that new forms of predation developed with structural adjustment, as those in 

power sought “new methods of economic accumulation and political control.”129 Reno 

argues that structural adjustment turned the elite strategy to a more pernicious form of 

predation, to “shadow’ politics,” in an attempt to control the newly privatized and 

liberalized sectors, as well as the informal economy.130 Stated otherwise, the 

organizational bourgeoisie sought to accumulate wealth and retain electoral power by 

straddling the state, formal and informal sectors. They held state positions, but they also 

operated in the informal realm with their political clients, enabling them to sustain 

loyalty, even among criminals. Controlling the state apparatus also enabled factions to 

protect loyal clients from prosecution for illicit economic activity or illegal financial 

transactions associated with formal sector activity. Ghana’s case appears to counter such 

a theory, at least in the early period of structural adjustment.  Ghana’s ruling class moved 

into the ‘shadows’ with the transition to electoral democracy. Land relations reflect the 

changes in approach to accumulation. Furthermore, changes to the coercive institutions in 

the dual-liberalization process facilitated the new political-survival strategies of the ruling 

class. 

 

                                                             
129 W. Reno, Warlord Politics and African States Boulder (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1998).; 
Jean-Francois Bayart, Stephen Ellis and Beatrice Hibou, The Criminalization of the State in Africa (Oxford 
and Indiana: James Currey and Indiana University Press, 1999). 
130 Jean Francois Bayart, Africa Works: Disorder as Political Instrument (Oxford: James Currey, 1999).; 
Reno, Warlord Politics. 
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Coercive Institutions and the Exercise of Class Power 

 The ruling classes in Africa have utilized coercive institutions as a critical 

instrument in their struggle for dominance and as a means of accumulation. The threats to 

power and the ruling-class strategies to retain power have informed the configuration of 

the coercive arm of the state. Historically, African ruling classes used the armed forces, 

the police, or presidential guards to consolidate their power. Relations between the ruling 

classes and coercive organs constituted a key area of analysis during the post-

independence period of frequent coups, but the importance of that sector has tended to be 

overlooked in democratization literature in Africa. This is not unexpected, as one 

objective of democratization in Africa is to reduce arbitrary use of force by those in 

power. However, the re-configuration of the coercive institutions during a 

democratization process controlled by the dominant class cannot be assumed to be 

accidental or benign. This dissertation argues that the distinctive reform of institutions of 

coercion and public order during the period of political liberalization is of particular 

importance to understanding the violence and insecurity that have followed 

democratization in many African countries.131 This includes violence over land, as the 

weakening of state institutions facilitated ruling-class extraction of both state and non-

state resources. 

                                                             
131 In one of the few studies of insecurity following democratization in Africa, Magnusson argues that the 
“uncertainties of democratic processes, new and multiple centers of power and decision making, and the 
incapacities of weak institutions of public orders” led to insecurity that linked democracy and disorder in 
public discourse. For his study on Benin, see Bruce A. Magnusson, “Democratization and Domestic 
Insecurity: Navigating the Transition in Benin,” Comparative Politics 33,no. 2 (January 2001). 



73 
 

  

Successive governments of Ghana have used state coercion to enforce uneven 

access to land. The colonial authority considered land a key security concern and placed 

the office that managed land documents within a secure area in proximity to military 

installations and the armory. It used force to secure the positions of select chiefs who 

came under threat from subjects who objected to what they considered unfair allocation 

of land. Post-independence governments have also used coercion selectively in land 

dealings. Therefore, the role of the coercive apparatus of the state is also central to 

understanding how land relations became increasingly violent.  

 

Conclusion 

Land has always had political significance in Ghana as a potential means for 

accumulation and as a source of power in patronage relations. The ruling class 

historically used coercive institutions to intervene in land relations to serve its own 

interests. Rulers altered the mediating role that state institutions played in land relations 

as the threats to power changed, either speeding up the transition to a land-sales market or 

slowing changes in land relations. Land values rose in the 1970s led by ruling-class land 

speculation, but the shift of ruling-class interests in the 1980s suppressed land demand 

and the rising tensions in land relations. The ruling-class strategic response to the two 

interconnected processes of democratization and market liberalization in the early 1990s 

led to a rapid increase in land values and compounded historical contentions over land.  

Increased demand for land and the creation of a land-sales market, however, did 

not follow a straight path to the triumph of the free market and peaceful competition. The 
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transition in land relations did not represent the unfettering of natural impulses to trade in 

land. The change in land relations has been a complicated process in which those holding 

the greatest power either move the process forward rapidly or slow it down to suit their 

primary objectives. The nature and interests of the organizational bourgeoisie shape the 

transition in land relations and forge the market.  

The next three chapters set out the historical, economic, and political context that 

shaped changes in regime strategy, from the military coups in the early 1970s and 1980s 

to the period of democratization of the 1990s and the electoral alternation of governments 

in the 2000s. In the next chapter, the dissertation begins to trace the links between 

political strategy, informed by the global and local political-economic context, and 

changes in land relations during the 1970s under the National Redemption Council and its 

successor, the Supreme Military Council. 
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Chapter 3. The foundations of a conflictual land market: 

Ghana under the NRC/SMC 

“First you came with the pen; now you come with the sword.”132 

 

Between 1971 and 1979, the National Redemption Council and subsequently 

renamed Supreme Military (NRC/SMC) became the dominant ruling-class faction 

through a military coup. Under the NRC/SMC, high-ranking military officers held 

positions as head of state (Col. Acheampong and then Gen. Akuffo) and as state ministers 

and directors. The coup ostensibly sought to save Ghana from the unpopular free-market 

policies of the elected Busia government. The NRC/SMC quickly attempted to build 

populist support and patronage clients among the military. It even built patronage links to 

businesspersons in the Busia faction of the ruling class it had overthrown, offering state 

loans, board positions, and contracts to gain their support. Ghanaians soon came to view 

Col. Acheampong’s action as an “amenities” coup. Military officers staged the coup 

following the Progress Party’s cuts to the military budget and officers’ benefits, and the 

NRC/SMC leaders increasingly used their control over the state to create personal wealth. 

Popular support dwindled, and the regime relied on state coercion to remain dominant.  

In this chapter, I argue that the strategies of the NRC/SMC to retain power and 

accumulate wealth provoked conflict in changing relations over land. The new faction in 
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control of the state sought to extend the areas in which it could accumulate wealth, 

beyond those of the previous regimes. It used its position in the state to pursue acquisition 

of land for large-scale commercial farms and peri-urban estates. Land speculation133 and 

demand increased rapidly during the years of Acheampong’s NRC and SMC rule. The 

NRC/SMC policies hastened land transfers from customary holdings to both state and 

private ownership as members of the ruling class scrambled for land. The dominant 

faction excluded rival factions and many in the traditional aristocracy from gaining land 

or revenues from land transfers. In addition, the commodification of communal land 

denied subaltern classes access to customary land and denied subjects their customary 

right to livelihood from that land. Social conflict over land began to simmer across 

Ghana. The NRC/SMC responded by deploying the state coercive apparatus to defend its 

interests in local land conflicts and to maintain its hold on power. The land sales market 

originated not from a naturally evolving response to “free” opportunity, but through 

ruling-class intervention to dominate land and entrench its power. The strategies of the 

dominant ruling-class faction to gain greater control over land pushed the emergent land-

sales market onto a turbulent path.  

Section 1 of this chapter examines the political objectives of the NRC/SMC and 

the global and domestic factors that shaped these objectives. Section 2 addresses the 

strategies for accumulation of wealth by the dominant class. Section 3 discusses the role 

of the state coercive apparatus in the mode of governance of the ruling class. Section 4 

analyzes how the NRC/SMC’s strategies shaped changes in land relations and created the 
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basis for a violent land market. Finally, Section 5 studies the rising social opposition 

against a declining coercive apparatus that led to the overthrow of the military officers by 

the junior ranks. Finally, the concluding section reviews changes in land relations during 

the period and suggests the factors that created a contentious foundation for the land-sales 

market.  

 

Section 1. Means to Access and Maintain Power: The Political Strategy 

Col. Ignatius Kutu Acheampong’s National Redemption Council (NRC) 

government publicly justified its military intervention on January 13, 1972, that 

overthrew the civilian Busia government as a response to corruption, loss of international 

status and unacceptable economic policy – particularly the devaluation of the Ghanaian 

cedi two weeks prior to the coup. The Acheampong regime immediately sought to gain 

some measure of domestic legitimacy to secure its rule. The military regime extended 

patronage distribution, and at the same time, used state institutions, particularly the 

coercive bodies, to demobilize political opponents and suppress resistance.  

 

The Ruling Class: Repressing and Incorporating Opposing Ruling Class Faction Leaders  

After the coup, the NRC initially consolidated its power by arresting and 

prosecuting alleged coup plotters and supporters of opposing ruling-class factions. The 

NRC embarked on a public information campaign in the state media to discredit Busia’s 

unpopular free-market policies and promote its own “redemption” platform of “self-

reliance” and “nationalization.” It also pursued opponents by arresting leaders from the 
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Danquah-Busia Progress Party (PP), in 1972; from the Nkrumahist Convention People’s 

Party (CPP), in 1973; and again from the PP, in 1974 and 1975. The NRC attempted to 

subdue the political threats from the CPP permanently by detaining its leaders and 

inaugurating committees of inquiry to sever the old politicians from their support 

bases.134 Finally, the SMC banned public dissent and forced the closure of the only 

opposition newspaper, the University of Ghana’s Legion Observer, in 1975. These 

attempts represented the stark attempts to eliminate opposing factions. However, the 

NRC/SMC also sought to co-opt support from within the opposing factions and to 

incorporate members of those factions into its own fold.  

Col. Acheampong claimed to be departing from the Danquah-Busian policies of 

the National Liberation Council (NLC) and Busia’s Progress Party (PP) governments 

(1966-1971), as well as the Nkrumahist policies of the CPP (1957-1966). He attempted to 

present policies as anti-imperialist and “revolutionary,” such as Operation Feed Yourself. 

However, the NRC/SMC increasingly adopted policy positions similar to those of the 

NLC and PP. The NRC/SMC’s repudiation of foreign debts and “nationalization” belied 

a highly favorable stance to international capital, contrary to official pronouncements. 

Hutchful argues that a “subserviently pro-West” approach to international capital linked 

the NRC/SMC with the NLC and Busian governments. 135 The NRC/SMC initially 

refused to repay supplier credits, but then renegotiated loan payments to increase loans 
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and aid from multinational and bilateral lenders as its budget crisis worsened. The 

NRC/SMC’s 1975 Investment Decree also failed to achieve the publicly-stated goal to 

put Ghanaians in control of their own economy through “nationalization” of multinational 

corporations. In practice, the NRC/SMC allowed expatriate management to retain control 

of the companies, offered numerous tax concessions, and then provided the loans for 

Ghanaians to purchase shares in the foreign companies. “Self-reliance” gave way to the 

pursuit of personal accumulation by the dominant faction of the ruling class.  

The division between the military leaders of the NRC/SMC and the Busia faction 

of the ruling class blurred as the government sought to co-opt rival ruling-class factions. 

The Acheampong government maintained links with Ghanaians in private enterprise who 

had benefitted from ties to the NLC and PP regimes. In addition, the Acheampong 

administration did not dislodge those who had acquired privatized state enterprises or 

exclusive representation in Ghana for foreign firms between 1966 and 1971. It also 

ensured that former NLC and PP state ministers gained appointments to boards of 

directors for both state enterprises and private businesses.136 The new regime ultimately 

sought not to eliminate the Busia faction of the ruling class but to extend the ruling-class 

faction in control of the state to include many military officers and their cronies and 

families.  

 

Populism and Patronage: Workers, Generals and Chiefs 
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The NRC coupled the strategy of suppressing and co-opting opposing factions of 

the ruling class with attempts to build up its own popular support base through patronage. 

The 1975 Investment Decree mandated that multinational companies, such as Ashanti 

Goldfields, Paterson Zochonis, United African Company, Barclays Bank and others sell 

40 to 55 percent of their shares to Ghanaians. The NRC/SMC also extended the areas of 

business restricted to Ghanaian citizens, a PP policy that excluded expatriate 

communities historically engaged in those sectors.137 The NRC also told the public that it 

was repudiating loans to foreign lenders.138  

The NRC ratcheted up patronage distribution to gain the support of groups that 

had fomented unrest against the PP government. It used a budget surplus generated by a 

spike in world cocoa prices in the mid-1970s to expand state services. The regime 

restored the rights of trade unions, reinstated state grants to university students, and 

reestablished allowances and privileges to state bureaucrats, military and police officers. 

The Operation Feed Yourself (OFY) program also proved popular,139 particularly with 

the short-term increase in the production of foodstuffs that began even before OFY’s 

official launch.140 In addition, the NRC’s 1975 Investment Decree required that foreign-
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owned companies sell shares to workers and other Ghanaians, and state banks and the 

targeted companies provided loans to the workers to purchase the shares.141   

The NRC/SMC had to maintain the support of the military establishment to 

defend its hold on power, even as it built client-patron networks. The international 

diplomatic community had recognized all the regimes that had, through coups, come to 

power since independence, so the NRC could not rely on external intervention to prevent 

or reverse a coup against it. Therefore, the NRC attempted to bolster support among 

officers in the Ghana Armed Forces to decrease the threat of a coup. Col. Acheampong 

elevated himself to General and others in his coterie to higher ranks. Then, the 

NRC/SMC appointed military officers to positions as directors and executives in state 

institutions and state-owned enterprises. It further fortified its position by offering 

military officers credit from state-owned financial institutions to purchase state-owned 

and private properties. 

The NRC re-organized the government in 1975 and renamed it the Supreme 

Military Council (SMC), in part to contain divisions and internal defections. The SMC 

extended the role of military officers in government, centralized control, and created an 

enclosed ruling coalition. Chazan describes the move as the “consolidation of coercion” 

in the regime.142 Gen. Acheampong protected himself and his immediate retinue by 

posting more officers to high-level state positions and blocking civilian access.143 For 

instance, he appointed military officers exclusively to be regional commissioners. Only 
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two civilians held principal government positions under the SMC. Gen. Acheampong 

tried to shore up support within the police service that also posed a potential threat to 

power. The NRC/SMC gave senior police officers a fleet of BMW cars and anti-riot 

tanks. Doling out favors to military officers and the police hierarchy formed another tier 

of the NRC’s broader strategy of patronage. 

Finally, the NRC attempted to build patron-client relations through the customary 

aristocracy to reach the peasants. The NRC initially increased the cocoa-producer price to 

benefit planter chiefs in cocoa production, primarily in the populous Eastern, Ashanti and 

Western regions.144 More generally, Col. Acheampong reversed the post-independence 

policies that Nkrumah had created in his attempt to circumscribe the power of the Ashanti 

chiefs. The NRC/SMC returned to and deepened the colonial strategy to gain access to 

resources and control local subjects through the chiefs.  

Colonial administrators consolidated customary power under a system of 

territorial paramountcy under the indirect-rule strategy of British administrators, 

introduced in Chapter 1. The colonial administration worked through paramount chiefs to 

collect state revenue, organize communal labor, and implement new rules and 

regulations. Paramount chiefs benefitted from the arrangment because they could retain 

part of the revenues they collected. However, the creation of a customary system that 

concentrated power in the office of territorial145 paramount chiefs also generated 

resentment and backlash among some lower-level chiefs and subjects. Paramount chiefs 
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had not existed in much of Ghana and had not exercised such extensive power where they 

did exist. The colonial state bolstered the position of paramount chiefs against local 

resistance through a process of official recognition, and, in specific incidents, through 

coercive backing. 

Nkrumah took an alternative position on paramount chiefs during the period of 

organizing for independence and as head of state. Nkrumah’s Convention People’s Party 

opposed the concentration of power in the customary aristocracy. The CPP had a twofold 

objective in organizing against the traditional artistocracy’s control over land and 

resources, including cocoa. First, the CPP sought to gain support from peasants and 

small-hold farmers, particularly in cocoa-growing regions. Second, the CPP sought to 

undercut the traditional aristocracy’s revenue sources, thereby reducing its support to the 

rival ruling-class faction, particularly the Danquah-Busia group. The CPP passed the 

Local Governance Ordinance of 1951 that replaced the local native authorities with 

elected councils. It also created the Ministry of Local Government, effectively removing 

all representation by traditional authorities on local councils and quelling the participation 

of local administration.146 The CPP created parallel land and commodity institutions to 

those dominated by the paramount chiefs.  

The two subsequent governments tied to the Danquah-Busian faction of the ruling 

class sought to reverse the Nkrumah policies that had threatened the power of the 

traditional aristocracy. The NLC and Busia’s PP dismantled parallel state institutions and 
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returned power over land and local natural resources to the chiefs. The PP established a 

National House of Chiefs to act as a national body above the Regional Houses of Chiefs. 

Busia’s 1969 Constitution, Article 164 (1) stated, “all stool lands in Ghana shall be vested 

in the appropriate Stool on behalf of, and in trust for, the subjects of the Stool,”147 though 

the definition of “appropriate stool” varied according to the faction of the ruling class in 

power. The 1969 Constitution also protected communal lands from being compulsorily 

taken by the state. The Busia government also established a stool lands account, 

ostensibly to protect the chiefs’ interests against the state. Finally, the NLC removed 

around 200 chiefs loyal to Nkrumah, many of whom had obtained their positions during 

the CPP period, 148 to ensure that only loyal members of the traditional aristocracy 

benefitted from the new protections and enhanced control over land resources.  

Col. Acheampong’s NRC/SMC placed more importance on chiefs in its political 

strategy than did the NLC and PP governments. The NRC/SMC sought the loyalty of 

chiefs in the absence of a broad support base. Col. Acheampong personally held the 

Commissioner for Chieftancy Affairs position throughout his time as head of state. The 

NRC/SMC tightly controlled the process of official recognition of chiefs, thwarting 

opponents and rewarding loyalist members of the traditional aristocracy. The NRC/SMC 

did not obtain the unified support of the traditional aristocracy; paramount and higher-

level divisional chiefs tended to support the NRC/SMC, while lower-level chiefs were 

likely to be excluded from the NRC/SMC largesse.  
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The NRC also incorporated chiefs into governance structures. The NRC/SMC 

gave cooperative members of the traditional aristocracy high-ranking positions at the 

regional and local level. For example, the NRC gave the traditional aristocracy leading 

positions in the regional development corporations (RDC). RDCs controlled budgetary, 

borrowing and policy-implementation responsibilities for each region in Ghana, thereby 

controlling state assistance to clients to accumulate wealth. In addition, the NRC 

mandated that chiefs serve on the so-called “charter committees” in all villages and 

towns. The NRC charged the charter committees with implementing its Charter of 

Redemption locally, providing chiefs with another means to benefit from and distribute 

patronage.149 

In exchange for patronage to clients in the traditional aristocracy, chiefs offered 

public support for the unpopular NRC/SMC. The state newspapers regularly highlighted 

the support of chiefs, such as the Ga Mantse of Accra and the Asantehene of the Ashanti 

Region, for Col. Acheampong’s various initiatives. For example, paramount chiefs 

endorsed re-designating Col. Acheampong as “President” and supported the creation of a 

union government in the late 1970s. Numerous articles in the state dailies reported state 

officials meeting with chiefs, inviting them to state events, and giving them gifts. The 

endorsements formed part of the NRC’s strategy to increase its legitimacy with subaltern 

classes through the chiefs.150 
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Section 2. Means of Accumulation: Global Market Shocks and Shifting 

Strategies 

Post-independence Ghana suffered from a narrow economic base in primary-

commodity exports as well as low industrial output and productivity. The ruling class had 

focused its accumulation interests on state resources in that context. The post-colonial 

state with a low revenue base, as Sandbrook has pointed out, could not absorb all those 

seeking wealth through political positions.151 The ruling class, therefore, divided into 

antagonistic factions that sought total control over the state to capture the resources; it 

also sought to block rivals from the state in order to prevent accumulation through those 

same resources. The ruling-class factions used control over state institutions, through 

personal or family positions in organizations and enterprises, to attain status and wealth. 

For example, corruption in import licensing, appointments to the Cocoa Marketing Board 

(COCOBOD) and other cocoa-market agencies, and the awarding of contracts for state 

infrastructure development and mineral extraction rights provided ruling-class factions 

with a means to accumulate wealth.  The ruling class increased its accumulation through 

low producer prices for primary commodities, low royalties on mineral and timber 

extraction, and high tariffs. It spent much of the wealth skimmed from state resources on 

short-term consumption, thereby requiring continual renewal of those resources.  

World market shocks in the 1970s created budget crises that threatened the ruling 

class’s political survival and its means of accumulation. The global market shocks in 
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world cocoa prices, rising fuel costs and declining access to credit circumscribed the 

ability of a ruling-class faction to pillage state coffers and left the ruling class unable to 

rely on state revenue for its own exclusive consumption and reproduction. The ruling 

class had to shift political strategies and adopt new methods of accumulation, and it 

turned its attention toward land. In this way, global market forces indirectly increased 

demand and land prices as global market shocks led the ruling class to shift its strategy on 

land to speculation and commercial development for personal accumulation.  

In Ghana, Col. Acheampong’s refusal to service external debts created short-term 

impediments to foreign aid and suppliers’ credits.152 Global cocoa prices also plummeted 

in the early 1970s, just as the NRC took over the government. In addition, the NRC 

sought over time to accommodate members of other ruling-class factions, including the 

PP faction it overthrew, as well as its own military officers and regime stalwarts. 

Hutchful asserts that the NRC/SMC sought risk-free areas of investment for the capital 

controlled by existing businessmen and the new “entrepreneur” with an economic base in 

the state.153 The NRC also offered multinational corporations incentives to invest in 

commercial agriculture to bolster state revenues from agriculture. Domestic demand for 

land for private commercial farms and real estate development increased. The NRC used 

its position in state institutions and enterprises to obtain large tracts of customary land 

and to transfer these to private holdings. Ruling-class control over state institutions, 
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official recognition of the traditional aristocracy, state-owned credit and financial 

enterprises and institutions of coercive force provided the means for land accumulation.  

 

Land Policy 

The NRC/SMC did not put forward a national land policy, but it issued two major 

decrees. The 1972 Limitations Decree (NRCD 54) sought to secure titles and end 

excessive litigation over land. Then, the NRC/SMC issued the Conveyancing Decree in 

1973 (NRCD 175) to improve, and ease, land transfers. In addition, the NRC/SMC set 

price ceilings on land transfers and rents. The NRC/SMC’s action on land sought to 

improve the security of private land holdings, primarily for the ruling class. 

At the same time, the NRC took a cautious approach to changes in customary land 

institutions or land policy so as not to disturb the patron-client relationships it was 

attempting to build with chiefs. The Chief Justice, a political appointee, proposed vesting 

all lands in the state to avoid the “squabbles” over titles that he said were overwhelming 

the courts. He also discussed the need to negotiate land revenue with customary leaders to 

enable the new arrangement. A High Court judge repeated the suggestion to vest all lands 

in the state, but based his argument on circumventing “inward-looking” chiefs who 

hindered modern agriculture.154 The NRC gave prominent attention in the government-

owned media to the proposal to acquire all land,155 but it threatened the traditional 

aristocracy.  
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The NRC/SMC proposed to make radical alterations to land ownership amid 

deliberations on whether the chiefs should support the NRC’s proposal for a union 

government, which would incorporate non-military, civil society leaders into a non-

partisan government. Civil society groups, however, protested against UNIGOV as a 

political ploy by the NRC/SMC to avoid democratic elections. The NRC sought the 

endorsement of the House of Chiefs as evidence of popular support. In this context, the 

National House of Chiefs first objected to the policy change on land, saying it could 

undermine “the native policy and social cohesion of the country.” 156 Soon after, the 

judicial service issued a statement claiming that the Chief Justice’s reference to lands had 

been taken out of context.157 The chiefs followed up by offering support for union 

government. The ruling class’s attempt at rapid expropriation of all lands failed because it 

relied for legitimacy on political patronage through the traditional aristocracy.  

The NRC/SMC also avoided reform that had been recommended by the legal 

profession. The state could obstruct communities from legally contesting improper 

allocations of land by chiefs through the use of laws carried over from the colonial period 

of indirect rule. The law provided chiefs and clan heads with procedural immunity while 

they were in power, preventing them from being challenged legally and avoiding damage 

to the indirect-rule system of control. The immunity had precedence over the parallel 

customary court system, in which subjects or family members invoked customary law to 
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challenge the traditional aristocracy.158 The NRC used laws from the colonial period on 

immunity to protect favored chiefs against “destoolment” for failing to account to their 

subjects regarding land and resources held in trust. Scholars and legal experts had long 

criticized this legal position, arguing that it undermined the accountability of traditional 

authorities who held resources in trust for their subjects.159 The SMC maintained the 

colonial institutions, ignoring recommendations from the Law Reform Commission to 

enact a law to support accountability of traditional authorities to their subjects.160 The 

SMC ensured that the head of family or chief could be sued only to account for land and 

land-based resources following removal from office; this, of course, required recognition 

(approval) by the state. Refusal to implement reforms to improve management of land 

held in trust by family heads and chiefs enabled the NRC/SMC to collude with chiefs to 

transfer lands without interference by the peasant subjects.  

The NRC/SMC’s numerous land acquisitions had far-reaching consequences. The 

NRC used executive instruments to expropriate lands held by customary stools and skins. 

The NRC/SMC failed to publish the executive instruments consistently in state dailies, 

making it difficult for the public to assess whether lands had been formally acquired. The 

NRC/SMC also lacked transparency in compensation payments for the lands, creating 

uncertainty over whether compensation had been paid to the traditional aristocracy. In 
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some cases, the NRC/SMC openly transferred lands to investors for commercial interests. 

In addition, extensive corruption in state land management institutions, particularly the 

Lands Commission, enabled these state lands and properties to be transferred to private, 

individual holdings. The NRC/SMC’s opaque and often corrupt practices regarding land 

make it difficult to determine the total number of lands transferred from customary to 

private holdings during the period. 

 

Agricultural land: Commercial Farms 

The NRC/SMC’s land decrees supported its policy in agriculture and reflected the 

private interests of the dominant ruling-class faction, as well. The NRC placed rapid 

agricultural growth above all other economic policies,161 urging investment in agriculture 

and offering land concessions for production of food and raw materials. The state 

attempted to acquire land throughout the country to be used for commercial agricultural 

development. Toward that end, the NRC made calls on the traditional aristocracy, asking 

them to contribute land for increasing food production.162 In addition, the populist policy 

Operation Feed Yourself aimed to create large-scale agricultural enterprises, not to enable 

small-farmer food production. The NRC/SMC sought to reduce the role of the peasant 

farmer and to extend commercial production, placing its clients in beneficial positions. 

The NRC/SMC continued the NLC/PP policy of forming partnerships between 

Ghanaians and international corporations, but it extended this to agriculture. The 
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NRC/SMC argued that foreign companies had special expertise and capital to develop 

land. It offered multinational corporations benefits that included tax holidays, exemptions 

from duties on imports, and exemptions from property tax on buildings. The 

Acheampong government assisted the companies to acquire large tracts of land, reduced 

the ground rates, and guaranteed minimum prices on agricultural products. Following 

such inducements, the United Africa Company expanded into cotton production and 

invested in palm oil plantations, while the aluminum processing company Valco planned 

to invest in rice.163 CFAO, Shell International, and Ghana Commercial Bank invested in 

farms in the Brong Ahafo region, and a partnership between the Government of Ghana, 

Mengene African Textile Products, West German G.M.B. H., and Jensen Cattle of 

Denmark invested more than 18 million cedis in a dairy project.164 The investments held 

potential for high returns, given rising domestic food prices, as well as protection of 

domestic markets and numerous tax breaks. Some of the partnerships assumed control 

over the land allocated, but never implemented the promised projects.  

However, Ghanaian involvement in commercial farming, especially by members 

of the regime, grew as well.165 Ghanaian military officers and high-level civil and public 

servants enjoyed preferential access to the best land, especially in newly irrigated 

areas.166 The NRC set ceilings on lease values for agriculture, ensuring favorable, low 

lease rates for commercial farms. The NRC rigorously implemented measures to suppress 
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land prices in the Accra area in its first years in power.167 It also promoted lending to 

commercial enterprises by expatriate and state-owned banks, such as the Agricultural 

Development Bank, Bank for Housing and Construction, State Insurance Corporation, 

and National Investment Bank. Access to state power enabled members of the ruling-

class faction in power to borrow money from these banks to buy land and develop farms 

and houses. “Absentee” farmers provided the organizational link to credit, often the only 

contribution made to commercial farms by members and associates of the NRC/SMC.  

Access to credit and state-controlled land prices limited the cost of land speculation and 

investment for the ruling-class faction in power. Commercial farming took off with this 

“political” credit.168  

The dominant ruling-class faction also used its control over the state to create 

markets for its produce. Personal commercial farms of the ruling-class faction in power 

supplied the state marketing structure at fixed prices. In turn, the public stores sold their 

commodities through depots close to the government ministries, at prices that were at the 

same time out of reach of peasants and urban workers yet accessible to state officials.169 

The state officials also colluded with the Border Guards, using organizational links to 

state coercive institutions, to transport commodities to neighboring Francophone 

countries for higher prices and more easily convertible CFA currency. Those who held a 

state position or had close association with the ruling-class faction in power received 
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state-sponsored support to invest in the highly profitable sector of commercial 

agriculture, often directly flouting the laws.  

 

Real estate development: Housing 

Housing policy also boosted land speculation for housing and estate development 

by the ruling-class faction in power. The NRC initially framed its housing policy as a 

solution to the common worker’s chronic housing shortage. The state acquired various 

lands for “affordable” housing development under the auspices of that policy. The NRC 

announced the establishment of a housing fund at the Bank for Housing and Construction 

(BHC), with 70 per cent of the fund to be allocated for low-income/rural housing and a 

public-servant scheme.170  

The Ministry of Works and Housing, particularly under Col. Kotei, drove state-

backed estate development. The State Housing Corporation (SHC) had been the major 

producer of housing in Ghana since independence, producing around 900 single and 

multi-family dwellings annually.171 SHC constructed subsidized housing for civil and 

public servants, using state employees. However, housing demand far exceeded supply, 

with a shortage of around 100,000 units annually in the 1970s. The NRC/SMC altered the 

operations of the SHC to increase housing supply. The NRC/SMC acquired numerous 

unspecified lands to develop into affordable housing.172 Two areas developed rapidly: 

east of central Accra ,at Teshie-Nungua, and west of Accra, at Dansoman. The state 

                                                             
170  GNA, "Housing Fund to Be Set Up," Daily Graphic, January 14, 1975, 1. 
171 Benjamin Bobo, "Population Density, Housing Demand and Land Values: The Case of Accra, Ghana," 
Journal of African Studies 4, no. 2 (1977). 
172 "Housing under the N.R.C," Daily Graphic, January 9, 1975, 8-9. 



95 
 

  

housing scheme at Dansoman, a new suburb of Accra, set out to build 550 houses in five 

months, with a required deposit of between 1,000 and 17,000 cedis.173  

Col. Acheampong also announced the creation of redemption villages, as part of 

the populist strategy to gain legitimacy. The NRC promoted the concept as affordable 

housing in villages neighboring major urban areas. The state identified and acquired land 

for the projects, in such peri-urban areas as the villages northeast of Accra, around 

Medina. The La Mantse claimed paramountcy over the clans and stools that held the land 

at Medina. It is not surprising that the La Mantse, the Chief of the La Stool, also served as 

a member of the NRC and extensively interfered in bending traditional hierarchies in 

these areas to secure project land and thereby increased his own wealth. 

The NRC/SMC promoted its populist housing policy to address mounting 

concerns over housing shortages, but at the same time Works and Housing Commissioner 

Col. Kotei urged the private sector to become involved in the provision of housing.174 

The NRC/SMC shifted the state’s role from direct participation in building and renting 

houses to building infrastructure and allowing the private sector to build houses.175 This 

took two forms. First, the NRC/SMC announced the sale of state-owned homes held by 

the SHC, ostensibly to enable the private sector to lead the housing industry and remove 

the state from direct intervention in housing. Col. Kotei, the Commissioner of Works and 

Housing, publicly instructed the State Housing Corporation to ensure fairness and avoid 
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tribalism in the allocation of estate houses,176 but the warning was not enforced. In most 

cases, the SHC sold the homes to their occupants; in other words, to members of the NRC 

government.177 Those close to state power also obtained credit to purchase the houses 

from state-owned banks and often defaulted on payment of those loans without 

repercussions. Second, the NRC/SMC began to contract private builders to construct 

houses. Again, Col. Kotei urged the state – though his efforts were largely futile -- to 

distribute contracts to builders evenly.178   

The state increasingly favored the interests of private real estate developers and 

landlords over those of tenants and workers living in state housing. The state proposed to 

make the investment income in housing tax free as part of its five-year plan.179 State 

institutions also tended to support landlords in disputes between landlords and tenants. 

The state instructed tenants to vacate properties upon issuance of eviction notices from 

landlords.180 This stance came despite the promises by the Commissioner for Works and 

Housing that the NRC would act on a rent decree to help control the cost of housing for 

workers.181 

The NRC/SMC housing policy failed to improve the housing supply for the 

majority of Ghanaians. Demand for land for private houses and development of rental 

houses increased in the areas identified for estates by the NRC/SMC. The state’s Lands 

Department, in collusion with allied traditional aristocracy, allocated plots and houses to 
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members of the ruling government and close associates. Land in the Accra area 

appreciated 25 percent annually from 1976-78.182 As a result, peasants and small-holder 

farmers lost access to land as large tracts converted to housing and commercial zones. For 

instance, members of the dominant ruling-class faction obtained large areas of communal 

farmland in the light industrial area immediately west of the capital for commercial and 

housing development. In addition, the SMC largely abandoned the development of the 

redemption village in Accra’s peri-urban area of Medina by the late 1970s, but the 

interference in local land relations created disputes over land allocation and chieftancy. 

Indeed, the PNDC’s “revolutionary committees” identified Medina as a hotbed of land 

disputes and conflict in the early 1980s.  

To summarize, the ruling-class faction in power used its position in the state to 

manipulate land prices, to coerce or co-opt members of the traditional aristocracy to 

transfer land to state and private interests, and to secure favorable credit from state 

development banks or with state guarantees. However, the dominant ruling-class 

faction’s strategy to accumulate land from customary holdings and to develop patron 

networks through the customary leaders was ultimately inconsistent and contradictory. 

The moves by the NRC/SMC to gain large tracts of land antagonized members of the 

traditional aristocracy who had been excluded by the ruling-class faction in power. In 

addition, extensive interference in land allocation and in chieftancy, as well as the loss of 

access to land for subsistence farming, angered customary subjects. Section 3, below, will 

outline the ways in which the NRC/SMC used state coercion to suppress resistance and 
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enforce land transfers and chieftancy positions, which in turn set the stage for a violent 

process of land commoditization. 

 

Section 3. State Coercion and Dominance of a Ruling Class Faction 

The NRC used the coercive apparatus in its attempt to consolidate the power of 

one ruling-class faction. The NRC/SMC crudely issued a public order to soldiers to 

support and defend the NRC government.183 This section examines the ways in which the 

NRC/SMC used coercive institutions to further its political and accumulation strategies, 

including its interference in state coercive institutions to support its interests. In 

particular, the section outlines the NRC’s use of coercive institutions to pursue 

accumulation of land by selectively enforcing land registration and by empowering the 

chiefs who offered the NRC/SMC land.  

 

Patronage and Demobilization 

The regime sought to win over the leadership of the armed forces with patronage, 

to enable it to use the military to suppress internal and civilian opposition. The 

Acheampong government interfered in the hierarchical organization and the 

administration of the armed forces, intelligence services, and police to achieve its aims. 

The NRC/SMC used patronage rank promotions in both the armed forces and the police. 

It transferred senior military officers to civilian administrative positions and appointed 

senior military officers to para-statal bodies and revenue-generating agencies of the 
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state.184 In addition, it attempted to secure its position through ethnicization of the 

intelligence services, filling these agencies with members of the head of state’s ethnic 

group.185 The NRC publicly criticized corruption within the Border Guard, but failed to 

act. Effectively, the NRC enabled its own officials and the Border Guard to collude in 

smuggling Ghanaian produce, such as cocoa, across the border into the Ivory Coast for 

higher prices.186 

At the same time, the NRC/SMC sought to demobilize organized labor, the 

student movement and local youth groups. It sent the police and thuggish political clients 

to disrupt public protests and arrest student leaders, sending key leaders into hiding. The 

NRC/SMC also used the coercive arm of the state and its political thugs to attempt to 

disrupt meetings and discourage strikes organized by the Association of Recognized 

Professional Bodies. It also deployed military personnel to patrol communities in army 

vehicles to intimidate the opposition among subaltern classes.  

 

Controlling Land Allocation and Land Transfers  

The military and police both enforced specific land transfers and titles in which 

members of the ruling-class faction in power had an interest. The same institutions also 

intimidated subaltern classes and youth associations that wanted to halt or prevent land 

transfers and that made demands to see land-revenue accounts.  
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The ruling-class faction in power took a favorable position on commercial farms 

early in the NRC’s period of rule, as indicated above. However, customary ownership 

limited the availability of land for commercial farming, requiring state intervention in 

land allocation for private development. The NRC/SMC perceived as an opponent any 

chief in the traditional aristocracy who refused to cooperate with government. For 

instance, Lt. Col. Habada, of the NRC, called chiefs and individuals who engaged in 

“fruitless litigation” over land, and who refused to release land to the government for 

farms, “enemies of the revolution.”187 The NRC deployed the military in targeted cases to 

intervene in land disputes between peasants and capitalist farmers. The NRC’s 

intervention to support capitalists in rice farming in the northern part of Ghana is the best-

known example. 

Investment in rice began in northern Ghana during the late 1960s, notably by 

former CPP ministers (investing the resources they had accumulated while in office), 

Yoruba traders from Nigeria, and civil servants, who tended toward smaller ventures.188 

Chiefs or clan elders transferred “plots” to investors without specific dimensions or 

papers, as had been the practice when land was tilled by hand and hoe by local residents. 

Disputes soon erupted between commercial rice farmers and local subjects demanding 

land access. The state did not intervene in these cases until the 1970s. The Lands 

Department exercised its power in the northern regions when commercial rice farming 

began under the NRC/SMC, providing investors with documentation of land holdings to 

protect their investment in land. The military also offered services to commercial farms, 
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including land surveying and official documentation of land transfers and registration.189 

The military also enforced written agreements in favor of the capitalist farmers, 

prompting the residents of one area to complain, “You came with the pen, now you come 

with the sword.”190 

Most coercive interventions in land disputes are not as well-documented as the 

rice case. In most cases, traditional stool subjects or subchiefs disputing land allocation or 

land revenue elevated the matter to destoolment. The NRC then deployed coercive bodies 

to enforce destoolments and enstoolments to ensure the survival of loyal chiefs. Subjects 

can remove traditional rulers in Ghana if they fail to follow customary rules of land 

allocation or if they do not account for stool revenue accruing from land transfers, though 

all destoolments had to be recognized by the state. Officials of the NRC became deeply 

entangled in chieftancy disputes that nearly always overlapped with disputes over land.  

The NRC stated repeatedly that it would not tolerate chieftancy disputes, and, by 

extension, disputes over chieftancy caused by unpopular land allocations.191 It deployed 

the military to defend loyal chiefs such as the head of the frequently violent Ya-Na in 

northern Ghana. The NRC ordered sub-chiefs to pay allegiance to their favored Ya-Na, 

intervening in a dispute in Dagomba that has been one of Ghana’s most notorious and 

violent chieftancy conflicts. The NRC threatened to remove any subchief who did not 

follow the Ya-Na recognized by the state, and it backed its position with force.192 The 
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police also defended chiefs across Ghana, particularly paramount chiefs under threat from 

subjects for colluding with state officials and their cronies.193 

In the sections above, I argued that the NRC sought to secure its power through 

populism and patronage, providing state services to subaltern classes and incorporating 

loyal members of the traditional aristocracy into the patronage network. Moreover, the 

NRC rewarded loyal members of the same ruling-class faction, particularly military 

officers from Ghana’s Armed Forces, with high-level, lucrative positions in the state,. 

Control over the state enabled the NRC to implement policies and provide finances to the 

dominant faction of the ruling class to accumulate wealth. Land provided a central means 

for the ruling-class faction in power to build its wealth. However, state coercion made the 

patronage strategy and wealth accumulation for the ruling-class faction possible. It 

provided a means for them to access agricultural and peri-urban land for development, 

and it allowed them to control contracts for land-based resources. Customarily, the 

traditional aristocracy held land in trust for its subjects, and subjects could remove 

members of the traditional aristocracy for the misallocation of land, including transfers to 

private holdings. The NRC used the police and military to prevent subjects from 

opposing land transfers and from removing unpopular chiefs who deviated from 

customary allocations. The NRC also deployed the military and the police to coerce 

chiefs to enforce land transfers. Finally, state coercion enabled the NRC to exclude other 
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ruling-class factions from benefitting from the resources. The NRC/SMC’s interference 

in land relations and by extension in chieftancy created tensions at the local level. Land 

and chieftancy disputes increased across the country. In the next section, I examine the 

nature of resistance to the NRC/SMC’s interference in local land allocation, and the 

repercussions of this resistence in the emerging land-sales market.  

 

Section 4. Forging a Violent Land Market: Resistance to Primitive 

Accumulation in Land 

How did other classes react to the NRC/SMC’s intervention in land? How did this 

shape the early land-sales market? Peasants became angry over the loss of access to land 

and waterways. They also perceived that revenues from land were not equitably 

distributed or beneficial to the local community. Resistance to commercial development 

through political intervention in local land allocation occurred throughout Ghana. The 

lack of statistics on land transfers, litigation and violence makes it difficult to assess the 

actual number of land disputes nationwide during the 1970s. However, coverage of 

disputes in state-owned newspapers suggests that they occurred commonly and in all 

regions, with most taking place over rural farmland and access to waterways.194 In 

addition, in 1977 the Chief Justice and members of the Ghana Bar Association 
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highlighted a problem resulting from overloading courts with land litigation cases.195 All 

indicators suggest discord in land relations and resistance to change. This section looks at 

the nature of the resistance by the traditional aristocracy and peasants.  

 

The Traditional Aristocracy 

The traditional aristocracy, in general, opposed the position of the NRC on land, 

despite the NRC’s attempts to pacify chiefs through patronage. Control over land 

allocation gave chiefs power over subjects and provided revenue. In 1975, the National 

House of Chiefs spoke out against the government’s handling of stool-land matters. The 

chiefs did not complain about the NRC’s interference in the ways in which land should be 

allocated or in the choice of people or organizations to which it was allocated, but they 

objected to the fixing of farmland lease prices by the state Lands Commission.196 Chiefs 

found the rate of 30 pesewas per acres far too low, suggesting instead three cedis per acre 

for cash crops and one-and-a-half cedis per acre for food crops.197 The National President 

of the House of Chiefs, the Asantehene, sent an official committee to see Acheampong 

over the matter.198 The chiefs, however, could not force the NRC either to award them 

higher payments or to allow them to participate in deciding lease rates.  

The traditional authorities also had little recourse to collect payment for land 

acquired by the state through executive instrument. For example, in the peri-urban Accra 
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area of Nungua, tensions grew over land acquired by the state for estate development. 

The local youth association demanded that the NRC/SMC provide compensation for the 

land. Members also insisted that the traditional authority account for any revenue 

received from the transfer. In 1976, the Council of Elders of Nungua appealed to the 

NRC to pay compensation for the land. It also objected to the NRC’s failure to allocate 

some of the homes in the new estates to local people, indicating that this had been part of 

the agreement for the land transfer.  

For the dominant faction of the ruling class, however, land had become a central 

means for the accumulation of personal wealth. As such, the NRC deepened local 

tensions by largely disregarding appeals from chiefs over land issues. In Nungua, the 

NRC/SMC publicly suggested that some payments had been made. Lt. Jackson, the 

Commissioner for Works and Housing, replied to the Nungua Council of Elders that 

negotiations with the Nungua chiefs had already been completed. He then instructed the 

Council of Elders to investigate the basis upon which the State Housing Corporation had 

begun construction on Nungua land, to identify the government organizations operating 

on Nungua land, and only then to report to the government.199 However, the NRC failed 

to resolve the compensation issue with Nungua. Local grievances developed between the 

customary authority and subjects over payments that had been made, and the land dispute 

transformed into a chieftancy dispute. The NRC then intervened in the chieftancy matter 

and appointed a one-person “committee” to determine the entitled claimant to the Nungua 
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Mankralo position.200 This enabled the NRC to retain its loyal clients in the Nungua 

customary system. The turmoil over land at Nungua was repeated in cases across Ghana.  

The traditional aristocracy failed to secure its customary right to control land 

through the state’s courts. Courts tended to support the private interests of the dominant 

ruling-class faction. The police then enforced the court directives over land transfers. In 

one case, an Accra High Court issued a restraint against the customary owners, 

preventing them from entering lands now held by a private family. The family claimed to 

have purchased the plots legally in a developing, high-income peri-urban area, but the 

chiefs denied having sold the land.201 The courts became choked with such disputes over 

stool land, but they failed to resolve the majority of these cases. Members of the 

traditional aristocracy who cooperated with the NRC’s demands for land found 

themselves at odds with their subjects, whereas those who objected to the NRC’s 

directives faced the wrath of the state. In both cases, the incidence of land disputes 

soared. 

 

Subaltern Classes: Customary peasant subjects 

Peasants and stool subjects objected to the actions of the traditional authorities 

and the NRC in land allocation. Peasants had no leverage over either chiefs or the state to 

secure their interests. Stool subjects organized in part through the establishment of youth 

groups. Youth associations formed often in relation to the customary stools; this 

happened, for example, in the peri-urban Accra areas of Nungua, La and James Town, 
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and in Builsa and other northern areas. The youth association in the Builsa area 

confronted the NRC and petitioned the state to demand changes to land and customary 

stool policy. The Builsa youth association hoped to set an example for other youth 

associations to follow that could lead to change in national land policy.202 But youth 

groups lacked the finances to organize into a national network to resist land transfers to 

private holdings and the misallocation of land and misappropriation of revenues. 

In some areas, youth joined members of the traditional aristocracy who had been 

excluded from covert land payments to loyal chiefs, to demand that the state and other 

customary leaders account for payments. For instance, at Agogo, Kumawu and 

Kwamang, youth associations and some members of the traditional aristocracy requested 

a state probe into the disbursement of 1.3 million cedis that had supposedly been paid to 

the traditional area for land acquired by the Department of Game and Wildlife. 203 It is not 

surprising that the NRC/SMC failed to rectify the issue, and local discord worsened. 

Peasants had no legal mechanism by which to block land transfers to non-stool 

subjects. Stool and clan subjects could not take customary leaders to court under then-

current laws that granted them immunity while they were in office. The NRC ignored 

petitions from youth associations for reform to land management and traditional 

authority. It refused to change laws carried over from the colonial period that denied 

traditional state subjects the legal right to review the accounts of traditional authorities 

and family heads.  
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Youth groups did attempt to remove chiefs and other traditional state authorities 

they perceived to be responsible for land transfers and misappropriation of revenues. 

Local stool subjects both threatened and enacted destoolments according to custom. The 

process of destoolment often included taking possession of a stool or skin, enabling 

police intervention on the basis of theft. The destoolments often became violent. In 

addition, the destoolments could not be enforced without official state recognition. The 

state also refused to gazette the alternative chiefs enstooled by subjects. This loss of 

control over local stool matters deepened resentment against the NRC/SMC. 

Local populations objected particularly when local farmers lost land or access to 

rivers. Paramount chiefs ejected tenants when they transferred land then used by stool 

subjects. Violent ejections might make the news, as in the case of the ejection of tenant 

farmers by a paramount chief in the western region of Ghana.204 In other cases, local 

communities complained when new landholders prevented farmers and herders from 

using water sources. Moreover, allocation of land for private interests often contradicted 

the customary rights of allocation because state officials and cronies usually had no 

traditional ties to the local stool. In such cases, forced transfers created ethnic tensions 

between local subjects and “strangers.”  

In northern Ghana, where the NRC had promoted commercial farms growing rice, 

cotton and grain, clashes developed over the allocation of land for rice farming to non-

stool subjects and the loss of access to that land by local peasants. The intervention of the 

military to enforce land transfers prevented conflicts from escalating and spreading, but it 
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did not resolve them. Peasants turned to evasive forms of resistance, such as vandalism, 

damaging property and destroying harvesting equipment. The most widely publicized 

sabotage occurred in the north of Ghana, where peasants burned rice fields under the 

cover of night.205 The public found rice burning shocking, because destroying food 

contradicted the norms of the area and occurred amid food shortages.  

Lack of organization and primitive weapons reduced violent resistance to periodic 

sabotage. One dispute on the northern edge of Accra typified land disputes nationwide. 

About 50 people armed with capguns, cutlasses and sticks engaged in conflict. The 

attackers looted and damaged properties of seven villages near Nsawam, and then raped 

local women.206 The police arrested some of the accused, and a Magistrate’s Court 

remanded 21 people to custody.  The threat of armed intervention by the police or 

military deterred most communities from such violent confrontations.  

 

Section 5. The Mounting Opposition and the End of the Generals 

Chazan argues that “avenues for redress against breaches of elite responsibility 

became impassable”207 during the NRC/SMC period. This was the case for local land 

disputes. The traditional aristocracy had customarily acted as local arbitrators for disputes 

between subjects over land, marriage and debts. But, it could not intervene and resolve a 

conflict over land or land revenue once it engaged in disputes against customary subjects. 

In addition, the NRC/SMC created the National House of Chiefs to arbitrate differences 
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over customary succession or abuse of power by chiefs, but the institution lacked an 

effective means to enforce decisions. The dominant ruling-class faction also controlled 

the state institutions, such as the courts, and official recognition of chiefs, further limiting 

avenues of justice for peasants and aggrieved members of the traditional aristocracy. The 

lack of financial resources and the threat of military or police action prevented the 

peasants from mounting armed resistance to the state and loyalists among the traditional 

aristocracy. This minimized the potential for larger social violence over land. However, 

relations between the peasants and the NRC/SMC’s loyal clients, including commercial 

interests and the traditional aristocracy, continued to deteriorate. Opposition mounted 

across Ghana as living standards declined and more sectors of society felt the effects of 

exclusion. 

 

Growing Resistance 

The NRC strategy to retain power with patronage strained the capacity of the 

state. Cocoa prices reached record highs on the global market, but the NRC/SMC had 

pushed Ghana into an economic crisis. It had allowed extensive loss of state revenue 

through corruption, but it had also lavishly overspent state funds, purchasing items such 

as fighter jets, trucks, armored cars, and luxury cars and motorcycles for the Ghana 

Armed Forces, and of luxury cars for many civil and public servants.208 A brief summary 

of economic and human development indicators shows the depth of the crisis. 209 Real 
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GDP declined, but inflation rose more than 100 per cent annually210. Real export earnings 

fell 52 percent, domestic savings and investment dropped from 12 percent of GDP to near 

zero, and import volumes declined 33 percent between 1970 and 1983. Per capita GDP 

declined 20 percent between 1970 and 1980. 211 The combined decline in exports of 

cocoa, timber and gold, coupled with high global oil prices, exacerbated the balance-of-

payment deficit. The state would collect a mere five percent of taxable gross domestic 

product in taxes by 1980.212  

The NRC/SMC sought to extend patronage rather than change strategy, despite 

the large budget shortfalls. The NRC/SMC printed even more money and distorted 

currency values.213 The NRC/SMC increased worker wages by 100 percent and increased 

the producer price of cocoa. It also extended political appointments for clients 

representing various civil society constituencies. The customary ruler of Labadi (an 

indigenous township of Accra), Nii Anyitei Kwakwranya, who had facilitated the transfer 

of customary property in Madina for the redemption village, surprised few when he 

accepted a state position. However, the Secretary General of the Trades Union Congress 

and the Catholic Archbishop both declined such positions.214 Various chiefs and regional 

leaders of the ruling-class faction in power demanded a greater share of the state’s 

resources. 
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The policies of the NRC/SMC hastened the deterioration of the living conditions 

of the average person to an unacceptable low. Malnutrition, stunting and wasting 

increased.215 Consumers found few goods to purchase; shortages included such basics as 

cooking fuel. The local food index more than doubled, from 1027.2 in December 1976 to 

2260.5 in December 1977, despite an increase in the food supply in the initial years of the 

NRC.216 State-owned utility companies frequently interrupted electricity and water 

supplies as the NRC/SMC failed to maintain critical national infrastructure. Many state-

owned enterprises and institutions effectively ceased to operate. Ghanaians and 

expatriates with adequate resources fled. An estimated 14,000 teachers left Ghana over 

this period, exacerbating the crisis in educational institutions.217 The black market and 

corruption, locally described as “kalabule: or “keep the lid shut,” grew amid the extreme 

shortages.218  

In 1977, Gen. Acheampong publicly blamed Ghana’s crisis on sins foretold in the 

Bible and flew in evangelists to pray for rain and to conduct other religious ceremonies. 

He also offered a referendum proposing to “share power” between the military, the police 

and civilians in a union government. The public perceived the proposal for union 

government as protection for senior military officers, and their outrage emboldened the 

opposition. 219 The opposition coalesced under the People’s Movement for Freedom and 

Justice, led by former CPP, PP and NLC leaders allied with other associations of 
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workers, students and professionals. The Bar Association publicly challenged the 

NRC/SMC and blamed the military for its poor economic performance. The National 

Union of Ghana Students (NUGS) organized marches. Massive strikes took place; 

strikers included the Ghana Medical Association, Association of Professional Bodies, and 

the Association of Engineers, Architects and Surveyors, as well as teachers’ organizations 

and others.220  

The NRC/SMC responded by deploying the police. The police shot and killed an 

African exchange student as they attempted to break up a protest at the University of 

Ghana, Legon campus. The National Union of Ghana Students organized a march to the 

castle in Accra, but the police stopped the march before it could deliver a petition to the 

head of state. Through the NUGS, university students joined workers under the Trade 

Unions Congress to stage protests. The NRC/SMC attempted to undermine the leadership 

of the student and worker bodies through bribes and threats of force, but the police and 

the military finally disrupted public demonstrations. Eventually, the NRC/SMC closed 

the universities and sent students home.  

The distribution of state positions to military officers failed to fend off threats 

from within the military itself. Gen. Acheampong’s largess with the police had 

undermined the armed forces’ cohesion. The NRC/SMC attempted to mend relations and 

bolster the image of the police with a flurry of articles touting police success in 

maintaining law and order. Gen. Acheampong made a personal visit to meet the wives of 
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the police, as well.221 Regardless, angry crowds of citizens sporadically attacked the 

police.222 In one case in 1976, the Eastern Region Commissioner had to offer police 

refuge from the local population;223 the area chief then offered an apology for the 

“misunderstanding” over prices between farmers and police at a market.224 Increasingly, 

the police service became unable to thwart regime opposition. 

On July 5, 1978, Lt. General Fred Akuffo and Brig. Odartey Wellington led a 

palace coup and successfully removed Acheampong. The renamed SMC II initiated 

attempts to reverse the dire economic situation through new policies, demonetizing and 

replacing the cedi in March 1979. The new head of state, Gen. Akuffo, established 

commissions to investigate abuse of office by former public officials associated with 

Acheampong. However, the new policies offered no short-term relief, but merely 

revealed extensive corruption, the perception of which was reinforced by the lack of 

punitive actions in the wake of inquiry findings. Despite a two-month state-of-emergency 

declaration and concessions on a transition to civilian rule, the SMC’s control over 

society slipped.  

 

Coercive Decline and the Failure to the Defend the Dominant Ruling Class Faction 

The political interference in the coercive apparatus increasingly eroded the 

NRC/SMC’s security base and its ability to defend its rule through oppression. The 
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intelligence sector weakened so much that the SMC had inadequate information on the 

activities of the opposition.225 The frequent turnovers in top command positions within 

the military, with transfers to state positions and state-operated enterprises, undermined 

command hierarchies.226 Tension mounted over unequal distribution of privilege within 

the armed forces.227 The use of public office to accumulate private wealth by military 

officers polarized senior and junior forces; discord grew in the junior military ranks.228  

The NRC/SMC began to lose control over coercive institutions. Crime exploded, 

the cross-border trade in marijuana flourished, and the black market predominated. The 

state could no longer protect its borders. It could not monitor arms and ammunition 

effectively within the military; unidentified military personnel distributed weapons to 

insurgents, including vigilante groups outside of the state institutions.229 The coercive 

bodies could not maintain order. An estimated 80 strikes took place between August and 

November 1978, and even the civil service stopped work.230 The inability to rely on 

outmanned security services led the NRC/SMC to mobilize private political thugs to try 

to repress opponents. Thugs broke up a meeting of the Association of Professional 

Bodies, for example, despite the presence of a police service that merely watched the 

fracas.231 The NRC/SMC’s attempts to consolidate its military base through patronage 

failed to secure the regime’s power, as the capacity of the coercive institutions declined. 
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The Junior Ranks and “Junior Jesus” 

It is not surprising that junior military officers organized a coup 4th June, 1979, 

removing Gen. Akuffo; following the coup, SMCII. Flt. Lt. Jerry John Rawlings and the 

Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) came to power, with Rawlings popularly 

heralded as the “Junior Jesus.” The AFRC promised to oversee the election and transfer 

power to a civilian regime the same year. The AFRC focused its short rule on punishing 

corrupt politicians and their business allies based on the investigations initiated by Gen. 

Akuffo. The AFRC executed a number of high-ranking NRC/SMC officials and an 

unknown number of loyalists, including former Minister of Works and Housing Col. 

Kotei, for misappropriation and illegal acquisition of houses and properties. In addition, 

the AFRC confiscated assets of army officers engaged in various forms of corruption. For 

instance, it confiscated agro-businesses and farms that had smuggled produce outside of 

Ghana.232 The AFRC took additional measures to stop the loss of state revenue through 

corruption; it increased tax collection, repaid outstanding debts to state financial 

institutions, enforced price controls on consumer goods, and punished commodity 

hoarders. It also issued an order to shoot smugglers, including those illegally transporting 

cocoa, timber, rice, gold and diamonds across Ghana’s borders. 

The democratically elected Nkrumahist People’s National Convention, under 

President Limann, held power for only a brief period. It had failed to stanch corruption 

and to implement policies to reverse Ghana’s decline. The political and economic crises 

had continued to rage, including land disputes neglected by the AFRC and Limann 
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regimes. Flt. Lt. Rawlings returned to power through another coup on December 31, 

1981, and established the Provisional National Defense Council (PNDC). The land 

conflicts would figure prominently in the strategy of the PNDC, but with a starkly 

different approach.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter concludes by returning to the questions posed in Chapter 1 to 

evaluate the relevance of the NRC/SMC period in the process of change in land relations. 

How did land relations change? Who benefited and who was excluded? What role did the 

state play in the change? And how did the period contribute to the emergence of a violent 

land market? 

Land relations began to shift during this period toward greater alienation and 

declining access for customary subjects in areas that had not undergone commoditization 

during the cocoa boom of previous centuries. The change toward a land-sales market 

does not appear to be the result of the development a free land market or of some other 

“natural” or “evolutionary” movement in land relations. Global forces also seem to have 

played a limited role, as the period pre-dated structural adjustment in Ghana and massive 

foreign investment in land. Rather, the domestic ruling class’s political strategy played a 

larger role. The NRC/SMC promoted policies for low-risk investment in real estate 

development and commercial agriculture to accumulate wealth through land and land-

based resources. The policies became violent because the dominant ruling-class faction 

used control over the state to facilitate its own land accumulation and to exclude 
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subaltern and other ruling-class factions, as well as the majority of the traditional 

aristocracy, from acquiring land.  

The NRC/SMC deployed coercive institutions to enforce land transfers and 

defend its interests in land. The NRC/SMC used the police and military to intervene in 

land disputes between commercial farmers and local peasants, and between chiefs and 

their subjects who were loyal to the NRC. The use of coercion limited the resistance 

staged by subaltern classes, but tensions over land continued to escalate. Popular anger 

against the ruling class’s land-grabbing overlapped with growing opposition to the regime 

across Ghana. Land had become an unavoidable political issue by the time the AFRC 

overthrew the NRC/SMC in 1979.  

The mobilization of all state institutions to defend the interests of the ruling-class 

faction in power and its loyal local patrons had constrained the ability of communities or 

factions to confront the perceived abuse of power, but tensions simmered. The faction of 

the ruling class in power under the NRC/SMC had, in order to secure its dominance, 

altered land relations, bent traditions and allowed the alienation of large tracts of prime 

real estate and farmland. Stool subjects and individual family members found their lands 

transferred, with titles outside their control and beyond their access. Customary areas had 

been left embroiled in disputes over succession lines to chieftancy and other traditional 

aristocracy positions, because of the interference in land allocations. By 1979, land 

relations had changed not according to the natural impetus of the market, but under the 

direction of the ruling- class faction in power, leaving politically charged local conflicts 

all around the country. 
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Chapter 4.  New Political Strategies and a Counter-movement 

in Land Relations: The PNDC Years 

“’Most of [the land guards] were having guns and were firing indiscriminately, they were not 

warning shots...Already we are in tension for what they did on Friday, we cannot sit down for 

them to come and destroy everything that we have, so we had to fight them…For the first time 

they came here, if they had come with an intention to [demarcate] the land we might have 

understood them, but they came and just started shooting, we cannot understand that,’ a resident 

said. ‘We suspect they have been given money to destroy us, we won’t sit down for them to 

destroy us,’ another resident added.”233 

 

Land transfers from customary to private holdings in the peri-urban areas and 

rice-growing regions had created social tensions by the time the PNDC took over state 

power in the 31st December 1981 coup. The NRC/SMC regime had co-opted and coerced 

the traditional aristocracy to transfer land to political clients and to acquire personal 

wealth. The NRC/SMC further supported land commoditization by political clients 

through access to finance from state-owned banks, the provision of state real estate 

development contracts, and loose enforcement of laws regulating trade, taxes and land 

ownership. Subaltern classes denied access to customary lands objected to the changes in 

land relations and state interference in land allocation. Subaltern classes also demanded 

that that customary leaders account for revenue received from land and land-based 

natural resources. The NRC/SMC used the state coercive apparatus to suppress protests 
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and to enforce land transfers and the authority of favored chiefs. The PNDC took over 

state power amid this tense and disputed process of change in land relations.  

The PNDC became the new dominant faction of the ruling class, but built its early 

support in the base of the Nkrumahist faction. Nkrumahist and socialist associations such 

as the Kwame Nkrumah Revolutionary Guards, People’s Revolutionary League, African 

Youth Command and the Social Democratic Front, June Fourth Movement (JFM), New 

Democratic Movement, Pan African Youth Movement, as well as workers and students, 

rallied public support for the PNDC. In addition, leading members of the PNDC 

associated with the old Convention People’s Party, notably Capt. (rtd.) Tsikata and 

Finance Minister Kwesi Botchwey. A few Danquah-Busia faction members also joined 

the PNDC, such as future president J. A. Kufuor, though most disassociated themselves 

with the government before the end of the 1980s. The PNDC did not claim to be 

Nkrumahist, but held clear links to that faction. 

The PNDC also came with a different political strategy than the previous ruling 

faction. Early and persistent coup attempts made securing power the overriding political 

priority. The PNDC integrated its security objectives into the overall development 

plan,234 and elevated security to the highest level ever seen in a regime’s political strategy 

in Ghana.235 The PNDC increased the capacity of security institutions and created new 

‘revolutionary’ bodies that worked within the coercive apparatus. The ‘revolutionary’ 

institutions became a nation-wide vehicle to both suppress ruling class rivals and build an 
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alternative support base among the peasants and urban poor. The PNDC also used the 

coercive apparatus to implement austere economic policy. The PNDC sought to reduce 

the use of state institutions as a means for ruling class accumulation. The Economic 

Recovery Program (ERP), in other words stabilization and structural adjustment policies, 

provided a tool to stifle accumulation by the rival ruling class faction that sought to 

finance coups and build an alternative client network.  

Hutchful asserts that “the security sector was at the centre of [a] remarkable 

transformation.”236 Annual growth rates topped 5 per cent by the late 1980s to early 

1990s.237 Inflation declined from 122 per cent in 1983 to 10 per cent in 1992.238 

Government revenue rose to 14.4 per cent of GDP by 1986,239 and Ghana recorded 

budget surpluses from 1986 to 1991.240 The cocoa sector, still the mainstay of the 

economy, expanded 6.7 per cent annually, while agricultural output grew an annual 2.7 

per cent.241 The PNDC also sought to expand the country’s infrastructure: road, water and 

electricity improvement garnered 62 per cent of the budget between 1983 and 1986.242  

The PNDC’s efforts to suppress rival ruling class factions and to gain support 

among the subaltern classes incorporated an alternative emphasis on land holdings and 

real estate properties. Section 1 below outlines this shift in strategy by the new dominant 
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faction of the ruling class. The new ruling faction in power strengthened the capacity of 

the state and enforced economic policies to suppress rivals. Section 1 also outlines the 

PNDC’s attempt to build an alternative political support base among peasants and the 

urban poor. The PNDC’s position on land played an important role in both suppressing 

rival factions and attracting subaltern support. Section 2 then examines the ruling class 

faction’s approach to the accumulation of wealth, noting the change in relationship 

between the government on one hand, and other ruling class factions and peasants on the 

other that stymied large-scale accumulation despite improvements to the economic 

indicators. The intended and unintended consequences of the PNDC’s strategy on land 

relations are discussed in Section 3. The chapter ends with an introduction to the PNDC’s 

move toward the transition to democracy.  

 

Section 1. Means to Access and Maintain Power: Fusing the Political 

and Coercive Strategies 

Countering Threats to Power: the Factional Ruling Class 

Numerous coup attempts from the right-wing rival faction of the ruling class and 

radical left within the PNDC coincided with intense ideological debates over policy 

direction and approaches to governance. Members of the Ghana Armed Forces and the 

Ghana Police Service also posed potential threats to the PNDC. The PNDC reformed the 

security institutions and created “revolutionary” bodies to address potential threats. As 

Nugent points out, the PNDC did not broadly apply repressive measures or arbitrary use 
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of terror during its rule, but rather, tended to select individual opponents as targets for 

coercion or co-optation.243  

 

Neutralising Internal Divisions 

Tension built within the PNDC soon after the December 31st coup between the 

‘securocrats’ and ‘technocrats’ on the one hand, and the ‘radical left’ on the other.244 The 

‘radical’ element was represented by PNDC members such as Chris Atim and Akata-

Pore, leaders from groups formed following Rawlings’ June 4, 1979 coup, such as the 

People’s Revolutionary League of Ghana and the June 4 Movement (JFM). The ‘radical 

left’ sought a ‘true revolutionary transformation’ of Ghana through ‘revolutionary 

committees’ in which Ghanaians: “in the towns and villages, on the farms, in the 

factories, mines, shop floors, everywhere . . . debate national issues and take decisions 

affecting the lives of the ordinary people. . . all the people will participate in taking vital 

decisions and in running the country.”245 Flt. Lt. Rawlings, himself a member of the JFM, 

had called for the establishment of defense committees across the country in January 

1982: People’s Defense Committees (PDC) in communities, (WDC) Workers Defense 

Committees in factories, state-owned enterprises and other workplaces, and the Armed 
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Forces Defense Committees (AFDC) in the security services.246 All the defense 

committee reported to a National Defense Committee under the Chairman of the PNDC.  

The ‘radical left’ began to complain in the first year after the 1981 coup that the 

regime was ‘reactionary’ and not truly revolutionary. Disputes centered on issues such as 

the role of the ‘revolutionary committees’ in the police and the armed forces, how 

revolutionary committees should be structured, and economic policy.247 The PNDC 

leaders ultimately clashed over the degree of autonomy and the objectives of the PDCs.  

Flt. Lt. Rawlings and his close advisors, including ‘securocrat’ Capt. (rtd.) Tsikata, 

blamed the ‘revolutionary excesses’ on the lack of control of the Interim National 

Coordinating Committee and on the PNDC member responsible for the PDCs, Chris 

Atim.. In addition, Rawlings and other ‘securocrats’, such as Brig. Quainoo, resisted a 

‘vanguard’ role for the Armed Forces Defense Committees in the military, insisting on 

enforcing command structures. Brig. Quainoo ordered that army PDCs follow command 

structure and act only with the consent of their unit commanders.248 The ‘radical left’ of 

the PNDC, which included Chris Atim and other young activists, objected to the demands 

of the ‘securocrats’ and other senior leaders. They argued that the leaders were 

reactionary and sought to rein in the PDCs to prevent radical change. 

Internal tensions peaked when PNDC technocrats, led by university professor and 

PNDC Secretary for Finance Kwesi Botchwey, turned to the World Bank and IMF for 
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assistance after the Soviet Union refused to provide needed financial support to Ghana. 249 

The “radical left”, opposed the agreement with the financial institutions. They objected to 

the liberal economic policies and also to the position that the neoliberal institutions took 

on the leftist committees. The IMF and World Bank did not want the WDCs and PDCs to 

be regarded as state institutions and they rejected the extreme position the WDCs and 

PDCs had taken against private business in Ghana.250 . The Finance Secretary announced 

the new policies in the April 1983 budget. The discord within the PNDC could no longer 

be contained. 

Flt. Lt. Rawlings announced the change in the PNDC approach in a public speech 

in 1983:  

We can no longer postpone the time for halting the populist nonsense and for 

consolidating the gains of the past 20 months and making a noticeable leap 

forward . . . Production and efficiency must be our watchwords. Populist nonsense 

must give way to popular or unpopular sense . . . to scientific sense, whether it is 

popular or not.251 

A number of radical left leaders participated in coup attempts in the first two 

years in power. Flt. Lt. Rawlings and his closest advisors dealt with the internal regime 

struggles by forcing resignations or removing opponents of neo-liberal reform from the 

PNDC executive.252 The PNDC dissolved the oversight committee for the PDCs, and 
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arrested radical leaders, such as Yao Graham and Kwesi Pratt. Many of those who had 

constituted the radical left of the PNDC, including Chris Atim and Yao Graham, went 

into exile in European and North American countries.  

The PNDC announced a legal framework in 1984 to institutionalize the defense 

committees253 to clarify the state’s position on the role of the defense committees in 

governance. The PNDC renamed the bodies the Committees for the Defense of the 

Revolution (CDR) and re-structured their administration, explained in more detail below. 

State officials advised defense committees against malfeasance and unacceptable 

behavior, and the PNDC punished incidents of abuse of power by cadres. The CDR 

would play an important role in containing rival factions of the ruling class, but the 

PNDC first ensured that the ‘revolutionary committees’ did not constitute a threat to its 

own rule.  

 

Reforming the Security Service: Countering Threats 

Not surprisingly, the military also posed a threat to power. Ghana had experienced 

several coups and more coup attempts from the military since 1966. The 1979 coup 

resulted in the execution and arrests of high-ranking officers. The PNDC strategy to 

contain the military threat, however, marked a shift from the NRC/SMC strategy of 

military patronage appointments. The PNDC regime did not appoint military officers to 

dominate the government or state-owned enterprises, instead naming civilians and only a 
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few military officers to key positions. Countering the military threat required institutional 

reform. 

The lower military ranks led the PNDC coup of 1981 amid ‘chaos’ in the 

command structure and ethnic cleavages stemming from the NRC/SMC interference in 

the military. Flt. Lt. Rawlings had initially stated that the PNDC sought accountability 

starting with the armed forces and supported the AFDCs objectives to empower the 

ranks. The political activities of the AFDCs, however, undermined discipline and control. 

Flt. Lt. Rawlings and others, such as Brig. Quainoo and Gen. Nunoo-Mensah resisted 

attempts by the radical left of the PNDC to ‘democratize’ the armed forces under the 

revolutionary bodies. The PNDC used the transformation of the PDCs into the CDRs to 

de-link the administration of defense committees from the armed forces, de-radicalize the 

armed forces defense committees and impose greater government control.254 The PNDC 

limited the duties of the new Armed Forces Committees for the Defense of the 

Revolution (AFCDR) to actions that would improve the effectiveness of the unit and the 

conditions of service of all ranks.255 At the same time, the military purged and disbanded 

rebellious units.  

The PNDC also introduced and restored key governance institutions within the 

armed forces and enforced command structures, following the Erskine Commission’s 

report of 1988. The PNDC succeeded in subordinating the military to the control of a 

civilian minister.256 The PNDC also avoided promotion as a reward system and allowed 
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the top hierarchy to serve full terms, establishing order in the system of succession. The 

PNDC did allow junior officers to play an increased role. Security scholars generally 

agree that the PNDC restored the military’s capacity, and improved its effectiveness in 

maintaining order, even throughout tough economic times.257 

Moreover, the PNDC countered the coup threat by rebuilding the intelligence 

system that had collapsed after the 1981 coup, replacing the previous Special Branch of 

the military with the Bureau of National Investigation (BNI). The PNDC placed the BNI, 

officially, within the Police Service, but gave effective control to the Chief of National 

Security. The BNI transferred select operatives of the former Special Branch and 

instituted strict minimum recruitment standards. The revamped Secretariat of the National 

Security Council also ensured improved training and technology in intelligence gathering 

and analysis.258 The increased intelligence capacity proved effective. For example, the 

intelligence institutions uncovered an alleged coup plot against the PNDC by 

‘mercenaries’ in Brazil in 1986.259 Subsequent investigations uncovered arms aboard the 

ship Nobistor intended to support a coup attempt led by American mercenaries. The 

intelligence system arranged for the accused to be arrested in Brazil in May 1986. 

Intelligence bodies also uncovered an internal coup plot in September 1989 hatched by 

Major Courage Quarshigah and others within the Forces Reserve Battalion over condition 

of service grievances.260  
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The PNDC upgraded the importance of border security and integrated border 

control into national security operations, largely to prevent the movement of arms across 

borders that could be used in a coup. In particular, Ghana’s relations with bordering Togo 

deteriorated under the PNDC. Ghana periodically closed the border between the two 

countries, often under the guise of preventing the smuggling of consumer goods.  

However, the armed forces stopped alleged coup plotters organized by a Ghanaian Army 

captain in Togo from coming into Ghana in May 1986.261  

 

Coercive Counter-Balance through ‘Revolutionary’ Forces  

The PNDC created institutions outside the pre-existing state structures to address 

coup plotters and potential centers of opposition. The PNDC created the new set of 

institutions ostensibly to increase accountability and staunch corruption. Flt. Lt. Rawlings 

blamed the economic and social crises on a lack of accountability and the corruption of 

state institutions under previous governments.262 The Committees for the Defense of the 

Revolution, one of the foremost institutions discussed above, constituted only one part of 

a national network of special security services. The new ‘revolutionary organs’ contained 

threats from the pre-existing security services, rival factions of the ruling class, and the 

traditional aristocracy.  

The PNDC established the Forces Reserve Battalion, often referred to as the 

Commandos or the 64th Battalion (a reference to the first Rawlings coup on June 4). The 
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64th provided an alternative force to the military comprised of soldiers, former policemen 

and civilians. The PNDC sent the Commandos for training in Soviet Bloc countries and 

Cuba. The 64th operated largely outside the formal Army command, but occupied offices 

at the Burma Camp military barracks in Accra. The rival faction of the ruling class made 

numerous claims that the 64th detained and tortured them at the Burma Camp office 

during the PNDC period. 

The PNDC also created the Public Tribunals as an alternative to the existing 

courts to adjudicate crimes against the state in July 1982. The traditional courts at the 

time suffered from low credibility, because previous regimes had made controversial 

political appointments and allowed bureaucratic corruption. Public Tribunals operated at 

the local, regional and national level. The Public Tribunals provided the PNDC a means 

to quickly try attempted coup plotters. In 1983, a Public Tribunal convicted Kwame 

Pianim, a high-profile member of the rival ruling class faction, for allegedly plotting a 

coup, though he was not executed.263 A Public Tribunal also convicted seven coup 

plotters in June 1986, who were later executed. The PNDC used Public Tribunals in other 

cases, such as alleged corruption by lower ranked state officials and members of the 

Police Service. Legal professionals objected to Public Tribunals citing the lack of an 

appeals process, so the PNDC introduced an appeals process to neutralize the opposition.  

The PNDC established ‘revolutionary’ organs to specifically address economic 

fraud and corruption in different key sectors of the economy. All bodies, including the 

National Investigations Committee (NIC), Citizens Vetting Committee (CVC), 
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Committees for the Defense of the Revolution (CDR) and Civil Defense Organization 

(CDO)264, as well as special tribunals, had investigative powers. These bodies reported to 

the Coordinator’s Office, which could also investigate corruption allegations. The 

National Investigation Committee and the Citizens Vetting Committee, investigated 

genuine cases of underinvoicing, illegal currency trading, fraudulent bank loans, 

unclaimed income, tax evasion, and other offences. These investigations, which were 

prosecuted under the Special Public Prosecutor, led to increased state revenue. However, 

they also investigated the finances and businesses of a number of former NRC/SMC and 

Busia ministers.265 Not surprisingly, the institutions stifled the rival ruling class faction’s 

ability to accumulate resources, a subject I will discuss in greater detail below.  

PNDC Law 1 (4) established the Citizens Vetting Committees, to “ . . . investigate 

persons whose life styles and expenditures substantially exceeded their known or 

declared incomes and other related matters.”266 The Citizens Vetting Committees 

attempted to identify and prosecute criminals at all levels, particularly targetting tax 

corruption and abuse of power by large-scale traders and professionals, such as 

lawyers.267The PNDC formally redesignated the CVC as the Office of the Revenue 

Commissioners in 1984 as part of an overall reform of ‘revolutionary committees.’  

The PNDC set up the National Investigations Committee with PNDC Law 2 to 

investigate economic fraud and retrieve state revenue lost through official corruption. The 
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NIC examined invoice irregularities, transfer pricing, and other forms of tax evasion, then 

turned over cases to the newly created Special Public Prosecutor’s office for prosecution. 

The PNDC did not exclusively investigate businesses belonging to members of the rival 

ruling class faction, but examined the operations of multi-national businesses, state 

institutions, and customary authorities, among others. However, the PNDC did also 

confiscate businesses owned or managed by members of the previous government 

following evidence of economic fraud and tax evasion turned up by the NIC.   

The CDRs provided the PNDC a means of monitoring both development and 

political activity in local villages and towns throughout Ghana. Local, district and 

regional Organizing Assistants reported through a chain of command to the national 

level. CDRs formally reported to National Security. The CDR coordinator held a cabinet 

level position in the PNDC and an office at the Castle (the seat of government). The 

PNDC also integrated the CDRs formally into the coercive apparatus, placing the district 

and regional level CDR Organizing Assistant on District and Regional Security 

Committee (REGSEC) respectively. CDRs also provided information to the intelligence 

services on perceived illegal and criminal economic activities, the status of potentially 

violent disputes, as well as threats to state security. The CDR structure enabled the PNDC 

to address specific political controversies and development issues in a more concerted 

manner across the country, and likely, to prevent factional opponents from building 

alternative centers of power outside the capital.  

The CDR’s armed wing, the Civil Defense Organizations, gave the PNDC a 

coercive presence in nearly every community, district and region. Members of CDRs 
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could and did keep arms, as well. The district level administration was supposed to keep 

records of the arms issued,268 but such records are not publicly available yet. In one state 

newspaper article, the Regional Defense Committees appealed to the PNDC executive to 

train and arm 5000 cadres in each district,269 though this is unlikely to have been carried 

out. However, such public pronouncements by the CDR leadership contributed to the 

public image of the cadres as highly armed and trained, which contributed to containing 

coup threats from the traditional armed services.  

 

Constraining (and Reforming) the Police Service 

The Ghana Police Service itself presented a potential threat to state power. Police 

officials across Africa and more specifically, in Ghana had attempted coups. The PNDC 

sought to neutralize the threat from the police, but at the same time, to increase the 

capacity of the police to address the problems of rising crime and social insecurity that 

undermined PNDC legitimacy. The PNDC frequently criticized the actions of the police 

and warned the police not to be part of destabilizing the government. Flt. Lt. Rawlings 

accused the police of favoring the privileged with double standards of justice, and made it 

clear early in the PNDC’s rule that the PNDC was scrutinizing its service.270 The IGP 

even went as far as to accuse the police of having dirty uniforms, tantamount to 

laziness.271  
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Surprisingly, however, the PNDC made minor institutional reforms to the Police 

Service. It avoided privatizing the police services as had become the practice in countries 

undergoing structural adjustment, but it set the Tibiru Enquiry of 1986 to investigate 

irregularities in promotions and acceptance of non-qualified recruits, and removed or 

demoted persons found to have assumed positions by fraud.272 The PNDC ensured public 

media coverage of the trials and demotions, and introduced a new system of examinations 

for promoting police officers to prevent political interference experienced under prior 

regimes.273 Moreover, it attempted to implement promotion exams to halt nepotism and 

the hiring of unqualified policemen.  Finally, the PNDC also required training seminars 

against corruption.274 

Members of the Police Service resisted implementation of the reforms. The 

PNDC identified Police Constables that attempted to sabotage the implementation of the 

new system, including blocking colleagues from taking required exams. The PNDC 

turned to the Police CDRs to assist in implementation of reforms. High level PNDC 

members met with the Regional Organizing Assistants of the Police CDRs to seek their 

assistance and physical protection was given to those willing to take exams.275 CDR units 

acted to enforce Police compliance with regulations and laws.  The CDRs identified 
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police (and military) personnel that participated in smuggling, unofficial confiscation of 

goods in the markets, and extortion and illegal roadblocks.276 Local Public Tribunals then 

tried and dismissed from the Police Service those policemen found guilty of such 

offenses.  

Not surprisingly relations between the CDRs and the police were tense. Moreover, 

the Police Service continually clashed with local CDRs. The IGP called for cooperation 

between members of the two institutions, and attempted to reassure the police that the 

PDCs/ CDRs were meant to augment the role of the police and not usurp it.277 The 

PNDC, however, supported clearly the authority of the CDR.  

Crimes under police jurisdiction declined during PNDC’s rule from the high 

levels of the 1970s. By 1986, murders had decreased to nearly half the 1980 rate, and 

robbery and theft both declined steadily between 1980 and 1991.278 Falling crime rates 

failed, however, to improve relations between the Police and the PNDC.  

 

Countering Local Power: The Traditional Aristocracy 

 Not surprisingly, the PNDC treated the traditional aristocracy as a rival faction of 

the ruling class, particularly in the first few years in power.279 Powerful chiefs had 

aligned themselves with the rival ruling class faction as far back as the 1950s and many 
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had provided financial support to that faction from land and land-based resources. The 

PNDC decisively marginalized the chiefs in national affairs, though a small number of 

educated chiefs held technocratic positions in the national government. The PNDC also 

attempted to undermine chiefs in local society where they had the greatest influence. The 

PNDC denied the chiefs a formal, institutional role in government, terminating the 

requirement for chiefs on the local district councils mandated under the Danquah-Busian 

and Acheampong governments. The PNDC kept the “chiefly class”, as Hansen denotes 

them, at arm’s length.280 

The PNDC also attempted to reverse political interference in chieftancy 

succession that had contributed to violent conflicts throughout Ghana. The PNDC used 

the Local Government Bulletin to officially recognize the enstoolment or destoolment of 

chiefs nationwide, as done under prior governments. However, the Bulletin throughout 

the PNDC period reflects an unusual pattern in recognition and withdrawals of 

recognition. During the 1981 to 1984 period, one finds almost no notices of enstoolment, 

only destoolments backdated as early as 1969. It also restored recognition to chiefs in 

cases that had been decided by the courts in the 1960s but had been subject to political 

interference, such as the volatile and violent dispute over chieftancy in Bawku.281 The 

withdrawal of recognition by the PNDC enabled communities to install chiefs not 

affiliated with the rival faction of the ruling class that dominated the state under Busia 
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and Acheampong. The Ministry of Local Government gradually gazetted recognitions of 

chiefs in later years.  

The PNDC sought to prevent chiefs from participating in the local PNDC 

committees, and more pointedly, supported community action against the traditional 

aristocracy. The guidelines on Defense Committees banned the membership of chiefs, 

along with money-lenders and capitalist farmers.282 The ‘radical left’ of the PNDC 

warned chiefs not to use PDCs to consolidate their power and blamed chiefs for 

instigating ‘revolutionary excess’ by PDCs.283 More generally, local Committees 

challenged the power of the customary authorities. Community-based CDRs investigated 

and arbitrated local disputes, usurping a role traditionally played by chiefs and customary 

authorities. CDR Cadres and chiefs particularly clashed over land allocation and land and 

natural resource revenues that provided the traditional aristocracy with financial power.  

Boafo-Arthur argues that the most common form of conflict between chiefs and 

cadres during the PNDC period was the termination of royalty and land revenue 

payments. The PNDC recognized local Interim Committees that managed land revenues, 

some ‘returned’ by a chief to the community following CDR investigation and 

arbitration. In one example, the PNDC Western Regional Secretary set up a Peoples’ 

Emergency Development Fund in March 1982 into which all stool revenues from 

royalties paid on land, minerals, timber and other natural resources would be paid.284 In 
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another example, the PNDC instructed six chiefs of the Adansi area of Ashanti to pay 

back 84,450 cedis in stool land revenue not accounted for with the Lands Department and 

therefore, unlawfully collected.285 Investigations into the chieftancy disputes in Gonja 

resulted in orders to ‘refund’ money paid to the Traditional Council for the Mole game 

reserve, much of which had been used to buy expensive consumer goods for the 

paramount chief and to purchase weapons to defend his position.286 Many such cases 

suggest that the PNDC sought to weaken the traditional aristocracy’s control over both 

land allocation rights and land and land-based resource revenues. 

The extensive changes the PNDC had instituted created opposition. Austerity 

measures under stabilization and structural adjustment brought cuts in subsidies for health 

care, education and other social services, as well as the elimination of food price 

supports. Economic reform policies also brought massive civil service retrenchment. The 

PNDC had curtailed union protests and withheld support for workers who took over 

factories. The PNDC’s measures to neutralize the ‘radical left’ and contain the power of 

the traditional security services alienated pockets among its initial support base, 

particularly radical elements in organized labor, the Armed Forces and the Police Service. 

The threat of a coup was high.  

The PNDC did not rely on personal patronage and populist spending programs to 

reduce those threats or counter the unpopularity created by its policies. The PNDC took a 

stiff position against corruption as a means to personal wealth, and combined that with 
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tight budget controls on spending by public officials. The PNDC instituted harsh 

penalties for abuse of official public resources, suspended holiday pay for civil servants 

and workers, and froze certain categories of recurrent expenditure.287 It also did not seek 

the support of the traditional aristocracy as a means to buttress its power. The PNDC 

treated the traditional aristocracy as a part of the “rogue capitalist” class, making it 

impossible to build patron-client networks through chiefs. The PNDC also avoided the 

use of urban-biased public spending to regain favor. Traditional methods of patronage 

then, offered little promise. The PNDC responded to threats and opposition by 

strengthening the security services.  The coercive capacity of the state increased despite a 

cut in overall defense expenditure,288 avoiding a security decline that scholars often 

associate with structural adjustment.289 In addition, the majority of Ghanaians at that time 

still lived in rural areas, and land relations provided the PNDC with one means of 

building a mass base.  

 

Building an Alternative Political Base: Political Strategy and Land Policy 

Land Policy and Land Disputes  

The PNDC took a strong position on land that favored peasants over the 

traditional aristocracy. The PNDC promoted its position on land prominently in the state-

owned daily newspapers, which provides evidence of the importance it placed on land 
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issues.290 The PNDC made state intervention in land disputes, the establishment of 

interim committees on land distribution, and confiscation of illegally acquired land front-

page news. The PNDC officially and publicly supported the actions of PDCs and CDRs 

in the creation of local Interim Management Committees on local land matters. In 

addition, it tasked the CVCs and NIC to scrutinize Ghanaians that owned multiple houses 

and large commercial farms. The PNDC further publicized the confiscation of lands and 

houses in ‘executive’ areas that had been acquired without title.291 Some PNDC 

supporters also formed a One Man-One House movement to further assert the PNDC 

position against capitalist land developers and ‘shylock’ landlords.  

In February 1983, the PNDC began to reform institutions responsible for land 

management. It reconstituted the Lands Valuation Board and Lands Commission, 

appointed prominent professionals to state land institutions, and announced the creation 

of a new law on title registration.292 Officials also expressed concern over highly 

contentious issues subject to subaltern class support prior to the December 31st coup, such 

as proper land use, issues of zoning in urban areas, and environmental protection in rural 

areas. The PNDC instituted a new land title registration law in 1986, following calls for 

tenure reform from CDRs and officials. The PNDC also established a special public 

tribunal for land disputes to decrease the thousands of cases in the traditional courts.  

Some official pronouncements suggested possible radical reform to land 

management at the local level. One state official suggested the establishment of Land 
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Distribution Committees that would include chiefs, elders and PDCs, visiting the dispute-

ridden peri-Accra village of Nkwantanang. Other state officials repeated calls for 

community-based administrations to oversee the allocation and management of stool 

lands, even suggesting redistribution of revenues from land.293 Such changes threatened 

to reduce the power of the traditional aristocracy. 

Alleviating major food shortages in the early 1980s offered the PNDC another 

means to gain support from subaltern classes and gain greater control over land. Ghana 

suffered from a declining food supply created by declining food prices, dwindling access 

to farm inputs, and deteriorating infrastructure under the NRC/SMC, compounded by a 

dought in 1983 and 1984. PNDC officials linked on-going land disputes to hindered food 

production, and used this as a justification for intervention in such disputes.294 The PNDC 

announced the state’s intention to “deal drastically” with those involved in litigation over 

farmland who threatened to jeopardize the food supply.295 The PNDC also insisted that 

all land under litigation by chiefs would be allocated to producers, so that cultivation of 

food would not be impeded.296 The PNDC further sided with farmers over chiefs and 

commercial farmers in pre-existing land disputes.297 The PNDC intervened on behalf of 

food and cocoa producing peasants in land matters, and pressured chiefs to release land to 

communities for farming. 
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The PNDC directly linked the Defense Committees to efforts to institute ‘social 

justice’ in land allocations and the food supply. In 1983, the Secretary of Defense 

Committees Yaw Akrasi-Sarpong ordered chiefs to allocate disputed lands to People’s 

Defense Committees for farming, and warned that the state would confiscate lands from 

chiefs who refused to comply.298 PDCs joined with community youth associations to 

form communal farms to provide employment, a local source of food and income from 

trading. The transfer of disputed lands to communal farms helped to neutralize disputes 

between the youth and chiefs over land allocation, and gave the PDCs greater power at 

the local level. This created new tensions, now between the local Committees and the 

traditional aristocracy. 

PNDC support emboldened PDCs and later the CDRs to investigate local land 

conflicts between the traditional aristocracy and subjects. PDCs publicly spoke against 

capitalist farmers and landlords, and what they argued were illegal land acquisitions and 

the imposition of chiefs by politicians. The PNDC recognized numerous Interim 

Management Committees (IMC) formed to oversee the allocation of land by PDCs and 

customary youth assocations. The IMCs identified discrepancies between land revenue 

reported to the Lands Department by members of the traditional aristocracy, and what 

was actually collected. IMCs directed chiefs to reimburse stool subjects for land revenue 

collected, with the coercive and legal support of the CDRs and the NIC.  

The National Investigations Committee also investigated highly contentious land 

cases and reported results to the PNDC cabinet, particularly disputes over state 
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compensation for land and land-based resources transacted during previous regimes and 

cases involving armed violence. The NIC arrested, jailed and fined the President of 

Ghana Manufacturers Association and five others for alleged misappropriation of funds 

through false land compensation claims.299 In one extreme case, investigations revealed 

that the local aristocracy had used land revenues to acquire arms to defend a paramount 

chieftancy position assumed during an earlier Busia regime.300 The PNDC’s policies and 

public pronouncements on land supported a shift of power away from the traditional 

aristocracy towards PNDC Committees and aligned subaltern groups at the local level.  

 

Land and land revenue allocation: eroding traditional aristocratic power  

The PNDC departed from the Danquah-Busia faction’s approach to land, in which 

the ruling class aligned with the traditional aristocracy to allocate land and land-based 

resources to cronies. Rather, it sought to improve the position of peasants relative to 

chiefs in land relations, intervening particularly in areas where it could increase its own 

political support. The PNDC withdrew state recognition of certain chiefs and recognized 

the destoolments of others, backdating the changes across decades if necessary. This had 

implications for past land transfers, as only officially recognized chiefs could authorize 

land sales or allocations. A backdated destoolment or withdrawal of recognition 

effectively reversed land transfers signed by those chiefs while they claimed official 

authority. Stool subjects in alliance with the PNDC Committees demanded the return of 
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lands transferred by those chiefs who now lacked official recognition. The Interim 

Management Committees on land established by the PDCs and recognized by the PNDC 

then re-allocated land according to objectives of the new chief or the stool subjects.  

The PNDC granted stool and clan subjects greater power over the traditional 

aristocracy with the controversial ‘Accountability’ Law. The PNDC issued the draft of 

the Head of Family (Accountability) Law in July 1983 for public discussion,301and the 

state ‘invited’ customary leaders to comment.302 The PNDC formally instituted the Head 

of Family (Accountability) Law (PNDC Law 114) in 1985. The Head of Family 

(Accountability) Law created a mechanism through which Committees and customary 

subjects, peasants and youth associations could take legal action against chiefs. Formerly, 

chiefs could not be removed without the support of principal members of the family and 

could not be challenged by junior members or subjects. Law 114 changed the procedure 

so that any head of family or chief who was in possession, control or in custody of family 

property was accountable to the family for that property, and had to provide an inventory 

of all property. In addition, any member of the family who claimed an interest in any 

family property, regardless of value, could apply to the court to compel the family head 

or chief to account for and file an inventory of family property. The court could compel 

that head of family or chief to render the requested accounts and an inventory of the 

properties in his custody. The local Committees and customary subjects used Law 114 

extensively. 
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Law 114 provided a legal means to give peasants greater power in land relations. 

Cadres from Arbitration and Complaints Department confirmed that Law 114 increased 

their power in the communities, particularly with regard to land. The author of one report 

on Law 114 claimed that chiefs and family heads feared the youth of their communities, 

because of the application of Law 114 by the youth and defense committees.303 Not 

surprisingly, family heads and chiefs largely opposed the law, believing it would 

adversely affect them by undermining their control over subjects and enable the 

government to secure the allegiance of the individual directly and not through a patronage 

network organized by chiefs.304 The PNDC, however, did not respond to the objections of 

the traditional aristocracy, and continued to enforce Law 114. 

 

The Subaltern Rural Peasant: Promoting Small-holder Agriculture 

The PNDC focused policies and programs on rural areas more than any previous 

regime, in both land interventions and in agriculture. A main objective under the national 

Economic Recovery Plan was increasing food production.305  In the early 1980s, roughly 

seventy per cent of Ghana’s population lived in rural areas, with twenty-four per cent of 

the overall active work force employed by the cocoa industry.306 The PNDC sought to 

mobilize rural support to capitalize on the disenfranchisement of rural producers, which 

had occurred significantly under the NRC/SMC Mikell argues that peasants had become 
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more aware of their position relative to other classes during the 1970s, when farmers 

suffered from low producer prices for cocoa amid high world market cocoa prices; 

rumors filtered down to peasants of the ruling class’s opulent lifestyles.307 Global cocoa 

prices had remained high through the 1970s, but the NRC/SMC paid low farm-gate prices 

to extract as much tax on the cocoa as possible. Depressed farm incomes meant that 

cocoa farmers failed to replace plants affected by disease, and also neglected the use of 

other farm inputs, reducing production. In addition, NRC/SMC neglect of rural roads and 

rail lines impeded the movement of food and export commodities to markets and ports, 

and inputs to farms, furthering depressing rural livelihoods. The rice growing areas 

avoided much of the infrastructural deterioration, as members of the NRC/SMC had 

invested in commercial rice farms. A drought in the 1983-84 growing season added to the 

overall crisis in agriculture. 

Flt. Lt. Rawlings and PNDC officials promised to revive the cocoa sector and 

secure the food supply. The PNDC mobilized farm industry labor, provided farm inputs 

and improved the rural infrastructure. ‘Mobisquads’, communal labor groups based on 

the customary work group system, provided labor and organized rural producers 

throughout Ghana. Flt. Lt. Rawlings prompted students enrolled in higher education 

institutions to voluntarily bring cocoa and other crops to the ports. In addition, the PNDC 

offered soft loans and production inputs for the cocoa producers, including state-

sponsored spraying and new cocoa tree shoots. It also invested in local production of 

farm implements and improving seeds and fertilizers. The PNDC also increased farmgate 
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producer prices for cocoa, which was a critical move to gain support amid national 

budget difficulties. The PNDC concentrated early efforts to gain rural support from cocoa 

and domestic food crop producers, but expanded its support to aquaculture, pineapple, 

and cola nut export in the mid- to late-1980s.  

The PNDC also sought to build rural support through increased public investment 

in infrastructure. It noted the deterioration of the road system and related high cost of 

transportation as the primary causes of high food prices. 308The PNDC invested heavily in 

infrastructure that could assist farmers to get produce to market areas, in the cocoa 

growing regions as well as regions previously omitted from national road development. 

In particular, roads in the three northern regions and in the northern part of the Volta 

Region all improved. The PNDC also built infrastructure to support the transportation of 

goods on the Volta Lake and other waterways. These improvements enabled producers to 

increase their income and move goods to regional markets. The expansion of electricity 

also proved popular in villages and towns; electricity enabled rural communities to have 

street lights, drinking bars and frozen foods, along with refridgerated medicines. Flt. Lt. 

Rawlings often commissioned the projects personally. 

Along the coast, the PNDC also supported fishing. It supported artisanal 

fishermen, largely canoe fishermen with outboard motors, spare parts, fishing nets and 

fuel facilities. To supplement sea fishing, the PNDC also encouraged fish farming with 

assistance programs to establish commercial and homestead fish ponds. According to its 
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own data, fish harvesting increased 15% in the first year. The tuna catch increased from 

18,300 metric tons in 1981, to approximately 21,000 metric tons in 1982.309   

At the same time as it implemented programs in agriculture and rural 

infrastructure, the PNDC had local revolutionary committees promote its ‘social justice’ 

and ‘accountability’ agenda in rural areas. CDR cadres disseminated state propaganda 

and information provided by higher levels of the administration to the communities. In 

addition, the CDRs underwent training in political mobilization and ideology. They 

promoted awareness of the status of peasants vis a vis other social groups. Poor, 

subsistence peasants, in turn, “hoped that the [PNDC] regime would intervene on their 

behalf and joined the PDCs for this purpose.”310 PNDC officials, including Flt. Lt. 

Rawlings, publicly contributed to local, communal labor projects, and avoided the 

ostentatious displays of wealth associated with the NRC period. 

The rural producers and small entrepreneurs responded positively to the PNDC 

agriculture and infrastructure programs. Production of cocoa rose from 150,000 tons in 

1983 to 210,000 tons in 1986.311 Maize output grew from 172,000 tons in 1983 to 

411,000 tones in 1985. Rice production more than doubled between 1983 and 1985, from 

40,000 to 90,000 tons. Plantain output increased from 342,000 tons in 1983 to 672,000 

tons in 1985. Palm oil production increased such that it became a new export commodity. 

The strategy to build a support base among rural producers paid off. Peasant farmers 
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perceived the policies in agriculture to be successful and the popularity of the PNDC and 

Rawlings grew in rural areas.312 The increased the income of and support services to rural 

producers also decreased the power of the traditional aristocracy. 

 

Secure Housing, the Urban Poor and ‘Shylock’ Landlords  

The PNDC paired its efforts to build peasant support in rural areas with a similar 

strategy for the urban poor. Interviews by Jeffries in 1990 suggested support from the 

urban poor for the PNDC, a surprising outcome given the adverse effects of structural 

adjustment on urban households.313 Indeed, the PNDC did appear to lose the support of 

labor and students following the introduction of austerity policies, including withdrawal 

of food price supports and massive retrenchment. However, the PNDC reached out to the 

urban poor through housing security. Rent constituted a pressing urban concern: 83.7 per 

cent of those living in the capital city rented accommodation and Ghana’s rental housing 

costs exceeded that of other African urban areas.314 The number of disputes between 

landlords and renters ballooned during the NRC/SMC years, with rapid urban migration, 

an expansion of new rentals, housing shortages and economic crisis. Records from CDR 
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offices and interviews with cadres show that rent disputes constituted a major issue for 

the CDR Arbitration and Complaints Department. 315  

The PNDC sought an unprecedented level of intervention in private sector rentals 

at lower levels.316 The PNDC set the tone for the state’s intervention in housing in 1983. 

PNDC Law 42 provided a “basis of social justice and equality of opportunity . . . 

particular attention being paid to the deprived sections of the community.”317 PNDC Law 

5 (Rent Control) followed upon that social aim by reducing to fifty per cent all rents 

payable as of December 31, 1981 below 1000 cedis. The Law stipulated an amount of 20 

cedis for single rooms and 50 cedis for ‘chamber and hall’ for newly constructed 

dwellings, regardless of materials, far below the amount required for a landlord to recover 

building costs at the time.318 Law 5 allowed for the confiscation by the state of any 

premises in which a landlord contravened the law.  

PNDC Law 7 (Compulsory Letting of Unoccupied Rooms and Houses) called for 

further intervention. The PNDC mandated that all unoccupied rooms and houses would 

be identified and let to those without places to live. Section 2 of PNDC Law 7 gave the 

PDCs and Local Rent Control Units (RCU) the power to forcibly enter premises to carry 

out the provisions of the law. The PDC and RCU had the power to negotiate a suitable 
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rent with the landlord and tenant, and to rent out any room or house to a tenant if a 

landlord would not agree to a suitable rent.  

The PNDC moderated its position on housing in 1986 as it deepened economic 

reform, though it continued to advance the interests of tenants over landlords.319 PNDC 

Law 138 established Rent and Housing Committees in each city and town to be 

composed of a government representative nominated by the local CDR office, a landlord 

and two others appointed by the District Council. The RHC had the power to set rental 

rates, but based on new guidelines that accounted for rateable value of the premises, 

value of the land, current rate of overdraft interest, and landlord, tenant and other 

interested party obligations. In addition, the stipulated rents considered size and 

construction materials, though the rates would mean that it could take around 100 years 

for a landlord to recover building costs.320 Law 138 also outlined acceptable means by 

which the landlord could collect the rent. The new law further blocked landlords from 

raising rents prescribed under the law until 6 March 1987. PNDC Law 163 amended Law 

138, giving the RHC only the power to enter and inspect a residential premise specified 

under Law 163. Law 163 did not provide the rent setting procedures, except to note that 

the proceedings should be public and guided by the rules of ‘natural justice.’ Law 138 

and 163 lowered the punishment to fines and imprisonment, ending the provision of 

confiscation. Public Tribunals took over legal enforcement of rental laws. This 

represented a minor shift toward protecting the landlord, while still aiding renters.  

                                                             
319 For an overview, see: Ninsin, Kwame A. “Notes on Landlord-tenant Relations in Ghana since 1982.” 
Research Review NS 5, no. 1 (1989). 
320 Konadu-Agyemang, "A Survey of Housing Conditions and Characteristics in Accra, an African City." 



152 
 

  

The PNDC Committees became the means to enforce the PNDC’s rent decrees 

and to arbitrate disputes between tenants and landlords321 over rent payments, 

confiscation of property by both renters and leasors, and evictions. The CDRs underwent 

training in land, zoning, and rental laws, and often enforced the legal rights of tenants 

over landlords and ensured that landlords honored rent amount or lease terms agreements. 

The PNDC subordinated the interests of landlords to that of peasants and the urban poor. 

The PNDC’s laws, according to housing experts, effectively provided a housing subsidy 

paid for by the landlord, and redistributed income from landlords to peasants.322 The rival 

faction of the ruling class responded that the rental laws violated the right to private 

property. 

The measures that countered the interests of landlords and sought ‘social justice’ 

for tenants acted as a deterrent to land speculation and building estates for rentals. The 

PNDC’s scrutiny of land allocation by the traditional aristocracy, assistance to local 

communities demanding accountability on land allocation and revenue, and enforcing the 

rights of tenants over landlords favored subaltern classes, and contributed to a change in 

land relations from the NRC period. Land speculation by the ruling class that had become 

common during the rush for land in the 1970s slowed nearly to a halt.  

 

Section 2. Means of Accumulation: Tackling Domestic Political 

Challenges and Defending Structural Adjustment  
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Early persistent coup attempts did raise the importance of the security sector in 

the PNDC’s political strategy, but the reversing the inherited economic decline also 

became critical to securing power. The PNDC’s Economic Recovery Programme 

emphasized economic stability, balancing the budget through increased state revenue and 

decreased state spending, and controlling inflation. The PNDC nested its political strategy 

within the ERP, seeking to stave off the rival ruling class faction and stabilize the 

economy simultaneously. Structural adjustment policies, increased collection of tax 

revenues and eliminating official corruption all contributed to shrinking wealth 

accumulation by the rival ruling class. The PNDC’s efforts to stave off the rival ruling 

class faction through financial blockages included undermining the traditional 

aristocracy’s control over land and natural resources.  

 

Preventing Accumulation: Opposing Factions 

Private Business of the Rival Ruling Class Faction 

Kraus states that the policies of the PNDC attacked a “long tradition of capital 

accumulation by the Akan . . . through cocoa, trade, transport and urban housing.”323 This 

ethnicizes what was a general trend among a rising ruling class along Ghana’s coast; 

many Ga families had accumulated wealth through the same means as the Akans324 and 

felt subject to the same attacks as the Akans. Kraus notes a widespread antagonism 
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toward indigenous and multi-national corporations under the PNDC and an antipathy to 

the idea of capital accumulation.  

PNDC actions in 1982 and 1983 besieged the ruling class, regardless of 

nationality or political affiliation. Two national PNDC policies reduced ruling class 

wealth significantly in 1982. The PNDC instructed the public to turn in all 50 Cedi notes 

to banks, and then confiscated (and destroyed) the money. Then, it froze bank accounts 

with balances over 50,000 cedis. Most early attacks on ‘neo-imperialist capitalists,’ 

however, lacked national coordination. One radical left leader stated that the PNDC 

encouraged the PDCs to be spontaneous in their operations325 after the 1981 coup. 

Military personnel and the PDCs and WDCs sought to make goods available for the 

“exploited masses”, so seized goods from retailers and wholesalers and resold them at 

low prices; many retailers moved into bordering Togo.326 One WDC, led by radical left 

PNDC activist, organized the worker takeover of Ghana Textile Printing Co., owned by 

United Africa Company. The PDCs and WDCs led worker takeovers of private firms and 

harassed business owners at the local level, as well.327 The CVCs took a census of the 

ownership of houses, offices and warehouses and kept a record of those who travelled by 

air (a sign of wealth).328 Committees investigated those assessed to be living at a higher 

status than justified by their immediate income, and punished those who could not 

provide evidence for a legal source of wealth.  
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The PNDC moderated its approach to containing the rival faction with the 

introduction of stabilization and structural adjustment. A prominent member of the 

PNDC is quoted as saying: “ . . . if you want to be a millionaire in Ghana under any 

regime whatsoever, you can be a millionaire, as long as you are meeting your tax and 

rates obligations.”329 However, weak state economic institutions hindered broad tax 

enforcement. The NRC/SMC’s had emaciated the revenue collection institutions in the 

1970s. In addition, the majority of financial transactions, as much as 95%, remained 

outside the formal banking sector and regulatory reach. The PNDC, therefore, assigned 

tax and financial regulation enforcement to the revolutionary bodies.  

PNDC Committees concentrated revenue collection efforts, in many cases, on the 

rival faction of the ruling class. The NIC and CVCs froze bank accounts of individuals 

suspected of tax avoidance330, and then investigated their businesses. B.A. Mensah, who 

was linked to the NRC/SMC regime, lost ownership of International Tobacco Ghana 

following an investigation into unpaid tax arrears and other violations.331 The PNDC sold 

the company to Rothmanns to cover outstanding tax debts. Nationally, investigations into 

tax evasion ultimately increased tax revenue 500% between 1982 and 1985. The PNDC 

also succeeded in creating the semi-autonomous Internal Revenue Service to replace the 

largely defunct Central Revenue Department.332 However, the rival political faction 
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continued to claim that the NIC targeted them, despite numerous substantiated fraud 

cases.  

The Committees also examined the ‘non-performing assets’ stemming primarily 

from unpaid loans from state-owned banks given out during the NRC/SMC period. These 

investigations led to the confiscation of assets to repay loans. For instance, the NIC 

investigated Industrial Chemicals Ltd. owned by K. Safo-Adu, a minister under the Busia 

government, for tax evasion and diverting a loan secured by state-owned National 

Investment Bank. A Public Tribunal eventually acquitted Safo-Adu, but the factory had 

been closed for two years and the loan returned to the World Bank.333 In some cases, the 

NIC turned over cases to a Non-Performing Assets Committee, because no assets existed 

to cover the unpaid loans from the state-owned banks. 

The process and transparency of investigations varied. The business community 

accused the CVCs and CDRs of taking arbitrary action without regard to due process. 

Those who had been members of previous governments or had ties to the rival faction of 

the ruling class felt particularly targeted. The business community that had relied on ties 

to state officials to access credit through state-owned banks and to increase its profits 

through avoiding prosecution for tax avoidance found the PNDC’s actions excessive. 

Many in the opposition ruling class faction felt that political motives drove confiscations, 

including factories and property, to repay loans to state-owned financial institutions and 
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to pay tax arrears.. Former ‘radical left’ leaders claimed that Flt. Lt. Rawlings blocked 

investigations into PNDC members suspected of corruption.334 

The PNDC also used rhetoric to undermine its rival faction in the ruling class. The 

PNDC Secretary for Finance and Economic Planning accused capitalists of ‘influence 

peddling’, profiteering and corruption.335 Flt. Lt. Rawlings referred to the businessmen 

engaged in illegal financial operations, including many that had operated during previous 

regimes, as ‘rogues’ and ‘thiefs’. The PNDC’s official Programme for Reconstruction 

and Development in 1982 noted that support for local enterprise would be only for “well-

intentioned businessmen and investors.”336 As one company executive noted, “The 

morality of the profit motive is not as acceptable to Government as it should be.”337 

The PNDC further restricted business and government communications. Tangri 

noted few or no mechanisms for private business interests to communicate with central 

government.338 Business associations had little information from the state, and limited or 

no access to state officials making economic policy. The Ghana National Chamber of 

Commerce and Association of Ghana Industries became largely inactive during the 

period.339 The AGI President had been a minister under a prior Busia faction government, 

and had even been arrested by the PNDC for alleged illegal business practices. The rival 

faction of the ruling class also argued that the PNDC dominated the divestiture process 
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and allowed little private sector input into privatization of state-owned enterprises.340 

Tangri states that only limited divestiture took place as no agreement could be reached on 

what to divest and to whom the companies should be sold.341 Members of the ruling class 

faction not in control of the state, particularly those with connections to political rivals, 

lost access to government officials, particularly at key ministries, hindering development 

of their businesses. 

Liberalization of markets under structural adjustment also threatened pre-existing 

domestic industries, but the PNDC failed to soften the blow. ERP policies created 

difficulties for industrialists in textiles, cosmetics, and plastics, as well as for commerical 

farmers in rice and cotton. Political opponents complained that the PNDC offered no 

assistance to domestic business to off-set the problems associated with liberalization.342 

The PNDC instituted a tight credit policy and restricted lending by state-owned banks; 

lenders charged over 30% interest. In addition, markets liberalization enabled the 

importation of lower priced goods, often below the price of locally produced goods. The 

PNDC Secretary of Finance refused to agree to protectionist measures, citing World Bank 

rhetoric that state assistance promoted inefficiency.343 The unmitigated economic reform 

provided a check on accumulation by the rival faction of the ruling class that had 

dominated traditional industries. 

The explanation for low private investment is far more complex than the policies 

or strategies of one regime, involving successive regime changes, contemporary 
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development ideas, ideological differences, geopolitical location and global market 

conditions, among others.344 History suggests that confidence and willingness to invest in 

Ghana had also been negatively affected by previous regimes that overregulated the 

private sector; there was ‘insignificant’ private investment even before 1983.345 However, 

the PNDC does appear to have slowed the private accumulation of wealth of its rivals. As 

Arthur states, the strong anti-capitalist stance of the PNDC had a ‘chilling effect’ on 

entrepreneurs.346 The business community perceived itself to be threatened, particularly 

politicians in private business that opposed the PNDC.  

 

Local Power Centers: The Traditional Aristocracy  

The PNDC used the CDRs and CVCs to check the traditional aristocracy at the 

local level to prevent this faction from gaining strength, as outlined in Section 1 above. 

The PNDC strategy included constraints on the traditional aristocracy’s control over land 

and natural resources held in trust for subjects. The CDR institution helped to organize 

subaltern classes and supported local youth associations’ attempts to enforce control over 

stool resources and assert their power over local leaders. Local youth associations, with 

support from the PNDC Committees, monitored and reviewed land revenue paid to 

chiefs.  

                                                             
344 Paul Kennedy, "Political Barriers to African Capitalism," Journal of Modern African Studies 32, no. 2 
(1994).; Peter Arthur, "Promoting a Local Entrepreneurial Class in Ghana: The Issues and Problems," 
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A state daily column by an unidentified author stated that “the handling of 

compensation paid in respect of acquired stool lands in the country is a vexed issue.”347 

The traditional aristocracy under the NRC/SMC often failed to account to subjects for 

compensation received from the state and private hands. In some cases, the NRC/SMC 

had never officially compensated communities for acquisitions; the process of obtaining 

land involved collusion between state officials and the traditional aristocracy so remained 

in the informal realm. Yet, stool subjects claimed that chiefs and their relatives made 

visible improvements in living conditions following the acquisition of land by the state. 

PNDC’s Interim Land Committees investigated cases in which customary subjects argued 

that chiefs had built new houses and started businesses using ‘kalabule’, or unofficial 

payments, for land. The Interim Land Committees ordered moneys collected by chiefs to 

be paid into the proper ‘stool accounts’ to be managed by local community groups. 

Subjects gained control over land revenue to use for local development projects, but 

deprived chiefs of a source of revenue. It also deterred the traditional aristocracy from 

transferring stool lands to build personal wealth. Chiefs that continued to sell land did so 

under greater scrutiny.  

The NIC and other state bodies also investigated and took legal action on disputes 

over land and land-based natural resources. For instance, the PNDC intervened in 

conflicts over salt reserves at Songhor and Panbros. S. C. Appenteng began salt 

production after securing a long-term lease agreement from the Busia government. Three 

state-owned banks invested in Vaccum Salt Products Limited by 1975. The local PNDC 
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Committees, however, made allegations of collusion and ‘kalabule’ between S. C. 

Appenteng, the traditional aristocracy and former state officials. S. C. Appenteng felt that 

the PNDC was “arousing the local citizenry to challenge their legal rights to business.”348 

The PNDC cancelled Vacuum Salt Product’s Lease in 1991 and gave a state agency 

control over the project.  

The close monitoring of land transfers and exploitation of land-based resources 

slowed the commercialization process that had gained pace under the NRC/SMC. PNDC 

support for the local Committees that sought greater control over stool and clan land and 

land-based resources constrained the traditional aristocracy’s ability to accumulate 

resources. The process increased the power of the Committees and local youth 

associations, and limited the ability of the traditional aristocracy to provide both political 

and financial support to the Busia faction of the ruling class. 

It is worth noting that the PNDC did not contain all business sectors and 

businesses. The PNDC targeted specific export industries to rebuild the Ghanaian 

economy, primarily cocoa, timber and gold, and gave them access to state officials denied 

to other businesses.349 The PNDC used 60m USD to rehabilitate and equip sawmills. It 

used another USD 131 million of IMF assistance and USD 92 million from the 

International Development Association grant for the cocoa industry.350 However, the 

PNDC also monitored wealth accumulation in the targeted sectors, and it did not protect 
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the firms against legal and tax violations. Notably, the NIC investigated loss of state 

revenue and corrupt practices by timber firms,351 confiscating upwards of 15 Ghanaian 

and Lebanese companies. In addition, local CDRs attempted to stem illegal unlicensed 

timber felling in the forest to improve timber exports.352 Businesses in the PNDC’s key 

economic sectors and in infrastructure development did accumulate wealth during the 

1980s in Ghana, though under the state’s watch. 

 

Creating Supporters: Dispersed Accumulation and ‘Small Business’ 

The PNDC began to support small-scale industry and small entrepreneurs in the 

mid-1980s, creating allies in the process. Small-scale sector employment creation grew 

6.5% per annum from the mid-1980s, compared to a mere 1% growth in the formal 

sector, and absorbed as much as 70% of the non-agricultural labor force. Those employed 

or self-employed in the small-business sector felt increased incentives for business 

without the need to have personal contacts in government.353 The new entrepreneurs 

contributed to the PNDC’s small, urban base. 

The PNDC policy to expand and improve the transportation infrastructure also 

created support from related businesses. The transport sector also benefitted from trade 

liberalization and the increased importation of used vehicles and parts. Jeffries notes that 

transport service workers, such as mechanics, provided positive support for the PNDC in 
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late 1990 and early 1991.354 The Ghana Public Road Transport Union (GPRTU), which 

organized lorry and taxi parks and collected revenue on behalf of the state, also supported 

the PNDC. The PNDC gained additional support from domestic contractors supplying 

materials and labor for infrastructure projects,355 from major road construction to those 

building drains in urban areas.  

Small business also benefitted from the foreign currency exchange liberalization. 

356  Entrepreneurs with foreign currency exchange bureaus directly profited, but more 

broadly, Ghanaians working in foreign countries could now easily send money to family 

members. Families often used remittances to start small businesses and import goods for 

retail.   

The PNDC justified its assistance to the small-scale sector through the positive 

effect on job creation; the sector employed manual labor and used simple tools. The 

policy position was also consistent with development thinking in some circles at the 

time.357 But, perhaps more importantly, the growth of small-scale industry and new, local 

contractors met the income distribution objectives of the regime. Large-scale commercial 

industry could lead to concentrated wealth, which could support an alternative center of 

power or provide financial support for the opposing ruling class faction. However, small-

businesses accumulated wealth on a smaller scale and in a more dispersed manner. At the 

same time, the small-business sector offered the PNDC a means to gain popular support. 
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Mikell argues that the small-business sector offered the PNDC its greatest support, 

second only to rural producers,358 whereas Nugent observed that ‘old wealth’ oriented 

towards the established political factions, in other words the Danquah-Busia faction. 

In short, the PNDC discouraged large-scale private accumulation of wealth by the 

rival Busia faction of the ruling class and sought to disperse wealth among new 

entrepreneurs and small-scale businesses. The approach slowed private accumulation, and 

with it, the commodification of land.   

 

Section 3. Land Relations during the PNDC: A Countermovement (and 

Back Again) 

The political strategy of the PNDC reoriented land relations that had threatened to 

explode under the NRC/SMC. The NRC/SMC regime sped up the commodification of 

land during the 1970s, as part of its strategy to build the personal wealth of the dominant 

faction of the ruling class and reward ruling class and traditional aristocratic clients. The 

NRC/SMC strategy also created localized social conflict over land relations. Subaltern 

classes demanded that chiefs account for land and land-based resource revenues. The 

NRC/SMC in turn used the coercive apparatus of the state both to impose land transfers 

that did not follow customary land rights or customary rules on chieftancy, and to 

suppress resistance by subaltern classes. The June 4, 1979 coup ended the NRC/SMC 

rule, and the subsequent December 31st, 1 1981 coup brought a new ruling class faction to 

power. How did the PNDC contain the land disputes that had built during the 
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NRC/SMC? How did the change to an alternative dominant ruling class faction alter land 

relations?  

The PNDC created a counter-movement in land relations and slowed the development 

of the land-sales market. The PNDC’s position on land served two ends. First, the PNDC 

undermined the traditional aristocracy’s domination of land and eroded its source of 

power. In doing so, the PNDC also prevented large-scale accumulation of land and land-

based resources by the rival ruling class faction. Second, the PNDC obtained support 

from peasants and the urban poor as power over land and landed property shifted to their 

favor. The PNDC provided social organization, coercive power, and legal means for 

peasants to challenge traditional aristocratic control over land and land-based resources. 

As a result, local youth associations and other local groups gained power in land relations 

and allocated land to local youth to farm. The PNDC also provided the institutions and 

laws for the urban poor to resist the power of landlords. The PNDC used land as a 

political tool to suppress the rival ruling class faction that had dominated during the 

NRC/SMC, and to build a new base of political support among subaltern classes. The 

rapid land commodification process that had begun under the NRC slowed. How did the 

traditional aristocracy and the subaltern classes respond to the PNDC’s interventions? 

And how long did the PNDC sustain the counter-movement? 

 

State Coercive Capacity: Containing Violence 

Shifting power over land allocation to favor subaltern classes and preventing the 

accumulation of wealth of the rival ruling class faction effectively slowed land 
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commodification, but the disputes created under the NRC/SMC still had to be contained. 

The PNDC’s coercive apparatus and emphasis on increased security provided a critical 

means to contain this threat of violence over land. The intelligence apparatus collected 

information from local CDRs on potentially violent conflict and the location of weapons. 

Tightened border control limited the movement of arms into Ghana from the subregion. 

The PNDC deployed the Armed Forces to stem violent conflicts before they escalated, 

based on improved intelligence. Factions in land disputes, including those that overlapped 

with chieftancy disputes, could not easily acquire weapons or small arms, and the security 

service responded rapidly to threats of violence.  

The PNDC’s Committees contributed to conflict containment through participation in 

the District and Regional Security Committees and using their coercive power to 

intervene in disputes locally. CDR records suggest that cadres gave greater attention to 

local land disputes involving arms, and immediately informed the national CDR 

secretariat. The presence of the Committees in towns and villages across the country 

likely also acted as a further deterrent, as the public perceived Committees to be armed 

and trained PNDC operatives. The PNDC’s approach to countering threats to its power 

also provided a means to quell the threat of violence arising from land disputes.  

 

Traditional Aristocracy: Reactions and Limitations 

The PNDC altered the role of the traditional aristocracy in national and local politics. 

It did not seek legitimacy through endorsements from chiefs or through a patron-client 

network built on chiefs and their subjects, as the previous ruling class faction had. Rather, 
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the PNDC enabled its Committees to reduce the dominance of the traditional aristocracy 

and empowered subaltern rural groups. Not surprisingly, the traditional aristocracy 

objected to the actions of the PNDC and their local Committees.  

The PNDC altered the basis of the traditional aristocracy’s wealth. The CVCs 

examined the source of wealth of members of the traditional aristocracy and prosecuted 

chiefs and other customary leaders found to live in excess of their legitimate income. 

They also prevented the traditional aristocracy from allocating land or contracting natural 

resource extraction without accounting to the customary subjects. Chiefs lost the ability 

to control wealth from land and land-based resources, reducing their material dominance 

over their subjects.   

In addition, the traditional aristocracy argued that the ‘revolutionary’ Committees 

sought to usurp their customary role. Customary duties performed by the traditional 

aristocracy formed the basis of social reciprocity and obligation of subjects to chiefs. The 

CVCs and CDRs assumed many customary responsibilities of chiefs. CDRs intervened in 

the management of local land and land-based resources, the primary source of chiefly 

authority. In addition, CDRs arbitrated disputes over land, marriage agreements and theft 

between stool subjects. Depriving chiefs of carrying out these customary duties also 

undermined the subjects’ obligation to the chiefs and other customary leaders. Subjects 

could shift their obligation and loyalty to the CDRs and the PNDC more generally.  

The PNDC did not seek to eliminate the chieftancy institutions entirely, and did not 

usurp customary religious roles. However, the PNDC did attempt to institutionalize the 

new local balance of power. In particular, the traditional aristocracy opposed PNDC Law 
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114, the Head of Family Accountability Law. Law 114 gave subjects and family 

members a legal means to demand accounts on land and land-based resource revenue and 

to remove customary leaders that mismanaged land or other stool resources. Law 114 

also placed customary matters, chieftancy succession and performance, into the secular 

court system. The PNDC, through the CDRs, assisted stool subjects and family members 

to use Law 114 to assert their power over land, resources and local politics. The PNDC 

disregarded the objections of the traditional aristocracy to Law 114 and the courts 

continued to enforce it.  

Ultimately, the traditional aristocracy had little room to respond to the changes in 

local land relations that the PNDC had set in motion. Chiefs became fearful of CDRs and 

the organized youth associations. A number of chiefs accused of embezzling land 

revenues and mismanaging land resources left Ghana for exile. The communities 

installed new chiefs in their place favorable to the new power relations. Some chiefs 

eventually cooperated with CDR and youth efforts to investigate land transfers and 

introduce greater transparency in stool resource management in order to preserve their 

customary roles. 

 

Subaltern Classes: Peasants and ‘Social Justice’ in Land 

The PNDC captured the public discourse on land injustice early in its rule. It 

continually pronounced its commitment to accountability in land allocation, proper land 
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use and revenue distribution in the national media.359 The PNDC argued that land 

allocation should be transparent and not exploit local peasants and youth. It also took the 

position that the local aristocracy should not use land revenues and resource royalties for 

an opulent lifestyle, but to develop the local community that effectively ‘owns’ the land. 

The PNDC trained Committees in ideology and mobilization at a ‘cadre school’ set up by 

leading PNDC members. The ‘school’ prepared ‘cadres’ to raise awareness of ruling class 

exploitation and to organize aggrieved youth against rural exploitation issues and 

inequalities, included those related to land. Mikkell observed that peasants developed a 

greater understanding of their relative class position over prior periods in history. 

Commmittees disseminated the PNDC position on ‘social justice’ in land in towns and 

villages across Ghana.  

The PNDC’s notion of social justice in land reverberated with customary ideals. 

Youth associations often sought to preserve the historical, customary lines of access to 

land and norms of allocation, and to return to the ideal norms of social land relations that 

preceded commodification. Commodification had caused the youth to lose customary 

usufruct land rights to external, economically and politically powerful individuals in 

market-based competition. The youth associations that assumed greater control over land 

allocation associated themselves with customary stools, such that control over land and 

land allocation remained embedded in local social relations. CDRs assisted the youth in 

researching and documenting locally specific land rights, rather than creating new, 
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secular rights. In other words, greater subaltern control over land restored and maintained 

customary norms as the regulator of land relations, rather than the market, but with a 

higher level of state regulation. The increased power of the youth did not represent a total 

shift from traditional aristocratic control to state control, but a Polanyian ‘protective 

countermove’ to preserve historical land relations.360 The slowing of land 

commodification also enabled the stool subjects to remain on customary land to farm.361 

The local youth associations often took the form of asafo groups, or local militias 

under other names. Historically, the asafo provided an organization for young men’s 

struggles against the traditional aristocracy in Ghana; a system of checks and balances 

that helped to moderate relations between customary power holders and ‘commoners’.362 

In Kwahu, for instance, asafo companies in 1921 provided an organization to address 

economic grievances over plummeting cocoa prices and displacement from land sales for 

commericial cocoa farms. Kimble argues that the success of that movement hinged on the 

channeling of asafo group loyalties into a "new form of economic self-defense."363 The 

PNDC’s ideas of social justice over land overlapped with the asafo ideals. CDR 

organizers in some places actually straddled the two institutions and used asafo 

terminology to explain the PNDC’s aims and philosophy. The convergence of 
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171 
 

  

terminology and social objectives gave the PNDC a level of legitimacy and social support 

in their interventions in land relations, particularly along the coast.  

The customary notion of ‘youth’ further created support for the PNDC. ‘Youth’ in 

Ghana is not defined by chronological age, so can incorporate age groups into the 40s and 

50s. Rather, ‘youth’ suggests low social status, an absence of propertied wealth, and 

financial dependency.364 The same notions of social justice that appealed to the asafo 

groups often resonated with the broader category of youth, locally termed ‘small boys’ or 

‘verandah boys’. The PNDC appealed to youth that felt excluded from property and 

accumulation. The PNDC’s stated aims of social justice created impetus for numerous 

grass-roots social organizations started by the youth, such as the One Man, One House 

Committee. 

The slowing of land transfers from communal to private holdings, and the drop in 

contentious, social land conflicts, did not mean that land sales halted entirely. The 

implementation of the ERP and liberalization stimulated localized land demand, 

particularly in the Kumasi and Accra peri-urban areas. Then, the introduction of the 

District Assembly structure in the late 1980s created gaps in the coercive structure that 

enabled more land transfers. The PNDC could not sustain the countermovement in land 

relations through the move toward democratization.  
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Section 4. Slippage in the Countermovement: The Transition to Elected 

District Assemblies 

The PNDC gradually accepted increased private participation in housing 

development toward the end of the 1980s. As indicated above, trade liberalization and 

availability of foreign currency for imports improved availability of building materials. 

Expatriate Ghanaians sent remittances to purchase land and building materials, 

particularly in the capital city, and returning Ghanaians used savings to build houses.365 

In addition, real estate companies accepted advance payment through forex bureaus. 

Private real estate advertisements appeared in state dailies in 1989. 

Urban planning scholars note that real estate developers operating in Ghana 

sought to substantially expand their land acquisitions at the end of the 1980s.366 However, 

the PNDC did not promote the interests of the real estate developers in land acquisitions. 

Rather, real estate developers often complained that the government failed to assist them 

in acquiring land.367 The PNDC banned ‘grants’ of Ga lands in Greater Accra in February 

1991 in response to increased fraud in the land-sales market,368 creating a significant 

impediment to acquiring large tracts of land for development. Local CDRs attempted to 

enforce regulations that limited the number of plots and the size of the plots that could be 

purchased by one person. Interviews with builders and the records of the CDR offices in 

Greater Accra suggest that individuals purchased land plots to build personal homes, not 

speculate in real estate or build commercial estates. 
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In addition, the CDRs sought to enforce a regulation that prevented the purchase 

of land by non-Ghanaians; all leases and transfers of stool or clan land required a 

Ghanaian counterpart. This regulation effectively blocked real estate or commercial 

development of land in Ghana by multi-national companies without a dominant Ghanaian 

partner. The enforcement of that regulation also slowed the process of commodification 

of land, as companies investing in Ghana following liberalization could not buy tracts of 

land to develop without significant state intervention.  

Demand for land in Greater Accra and peri-urban Kumasi continued to grow 

toward the late 1980s. The move toward democratization with District Assembly 

elections in 1988 compromised the ability of the local CDR to intervene in land disputes 

and monitor land transfers. Ghanaians increasingly complained to state institutions about 

fraud and disputes over building plots. The PNDC Ministry of Works and Housing called 

a meeting with private real estate developers in 1988. The PNDC advised estate 

developers to establish the Ghana Real Estate Development Association (GREDA) to 

address the sudden surge in complaints over fraud in the land and real estate markets, but 

it could not reverse the rise in land disputes. Land litigation cases rose rapidly, from 

13,000 in 1991 to 16,000 in 1993.369  

The Local Government Law (PNDCL 207) of 1988 created 107 District 

Assemblies, each with 22 departments and agencies. The institutional reform altered who 

had the authority to mobilize coercive force, for what purpose coercive institutions could 

be used, and how local accountability was interpreted and achieved. Old politicians, 
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particularly those that had served on the Town and Village Development Committees 

under previous regimes since the 1950s, tended to dominate the two-thirds elected 

positions on D.A.s.370The PNDC appointees, the remaining one-third of the Assembly 

membership, included members of the CDRs and chiefs. Chiefs made up one-fifth of the 

appointed membership, despite the lack of a formal provision for participation.  

The shift to District Assemblies created local power struggles immediately after 

the 1988 elections. Nugent notes that the PNDC did not pack the Assemblies with 

loyalists, but appointed a significant number of professionals and old politicians from the 

opposition factions with their own political agendas.371 The PNDC made repeated calls 

for cooperation between District Assemblies and cadres. The PNDC did not give 

unequivocal backing to the Committees over other local state authorities. “Cadres urged 

to stop old attitudes,” warned one article on the District Assembly institution.372 The 

article was one of the first written by “Graphic Reporter,” an unnamed, high-level PNDC 

member. Cadres subsequently redemarcated CDR Zones to coincide with electoral areas 

to improve cooperation with District Assemblies.373 

Jurisdiction questions over land and rentals arose between the District Assemblies 

and CDRs. State officials urged District Assemblies to assume oversight of landlord-

tenant relations through Rent and Housing Committees within the Assemblies.374 Only 

rent courts in Accra continued to apply PNDC Law 138. Rent Officers elsewhere argued 
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that the state-mandated rents were unreasonable and ejected tenants who refused to 

comply with increased rents.375  

Assemblies also asserted their power in land relations. They set up land tenure 

committees and enacted local land laws and regulations. The Ga District Assembly 

Secretary Major (Rtd.) Clerk advised assembly members at the inaugural meeting at 

Amasaman to stay out of land and chieftancy litigations,376 and PNDC officials warned 

elected Assemblyman not to get involved in chieftancy disputes, to little effect.377 The 

District Assemblies also moved coercive intervention in land disputes into police 

jurisdiction, 378 despite the continued presence of the CDR District Organizing Assistant 

on the security committees at the district and regional level and the formal links between 

the CDRs, the NIC and the intelligence apparatus. The state media continued to report the 

PNDC’s warnings against land disputes379 and state security interventions,380 but land 

relations had already begun another shift toward commodification. 
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379 Dwamena Bekoe, "Ahwoi Inaugurates Assembly," People's Daily Graphic, January 21 1989, 9.; Kate 
Hudson, "Sale of Farmlands by Rural Dwellers Perpetuating Poverty - Yankson," People's Daily Graphic, 
January 25 1989, 5. 
380 Abdul Aziz, "Bolga D.C.E. Probes Two Candidates," People's Daily Graphic, January 21 1989, 3.; 
Samuel Kyei-Boateng, "Settle Chieftancy Dispute," People's Daily Graphic, February 1 1989, 6. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter concludes by evaluating the changes in land relations during the PNDC 

period against the central questions of the dissertation. What was the PNDC’s approach 

to land in its strategy to retain power? Who benefitted and who was excluded? How did 

the PNDC’s strategy contribute to or ameliorate the rising social violence over land that 

began during the NRC/SMC?  

Land violence decreased substantially soon after the PNDC came to power. The 

PNDC’s emphasis on security to ensure its political survival against numerous coup 

threats served to contain violence over land as well. Improved border controls and 

increased capacity in intelligence limited the flow of weapons into and within Ghana. The 

coercive institutions reacted quickly to dispel land disputes, alerted by the CDRs to those 

involving weapons. Locally, the increased presence and capacity of coercive institutions, 

particularly the local CDRs, created a deterrent against the use of arms in land disputes. 

In addition, the political strategy of the PNDC supported a countermovement in land 

relations. The PNDC sought subaltern class support to retain power, and it used land as a 

means to gain that backing. The PNDC’s promise of justice in land relations, including 

equitable distribution of land and transparency in land revenue, often appealed to 

customary notions of accountability among the rural youth and ‘asafo’ groups. The CDRs 

provided a link between the PNDC and local supporters. The PNDC provided public 

support for peasant land rights in the state media and through officials, but also created 

institutions to facilitate a shift in land relations. The PNDC instituted legal reform to 

enable customary subjects to remove leaders for land or land revenue mismanagement. It 
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also constrained chiefs by excluding them from a formal role in government institutions. 

Furthermore, the CDRs usurped many customary duties of the traditional aristocracy, 

notably arbitration in land disputes. Investigations also led by various revolutionary 

bodies forced the traditional aristocracy to return land revenue or land to customary 

subjects. These policies, enforced by the state coercive apparatus, served to increase the 

power of peasants over the traditional aristocracy. The ‘youth’ and subaltern classes, in 

turn, gained access to farmland and increased local exploitation of land-based resources, 

such as salt. The traditional aristocracy had little means to resist, and some aggrieved 

chiefs left Ghana in voluntary exile rather than accept destoolment. The PNDC created a 

shift in land relations that benefitted peasants, particularly those in youth associations 

willing to work with the CDRs. 

The PNDC’s pursuit of a base among rural and peri-urban subaltern classes to counter 

opposition from rival ruling class factions led to a land strategy that effectively slowed 

the commodification of land for real estate and rental property development. The PNDC’s 

revolutionary bodies intervened in landlord-tenants relations. They favored tenants 

through strict enforcement of rental caps, preventing evictions, and forcing landlords to 

let rooms at state mandated rates. The PNDC discontinued the NRC/SMC policies in 

housing, ending tax concessions for investment in real estate. It also confiscated the 

properties of former government officials that had unpaid loans to state banks. These 

policies curtailed speculative investment in land for real estate that had proliferated 

during the NRC/SMC period, further slowing land transfers from communal to private 

holdings. 
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However, the PNDC’s political strategy that had suppressed land violence and 

fostered a countermovement in land relations was not sustained. The PNDC began to 

shift its approach to the land as it moved toward democratization. In 1988 and 1989, the 

PNDC restored some power to the traditional aristocracy in the new District Assembly 

institution, albeit below what the traditional aristocracy had enjoyed under previous 

regimes. In addition, the elected District Assembly administration provided members of 

the rival ruling class faction a means to exert institutional power over subaltern classes 

again. District Assemblies and CDRs struggled for control at the local level, including 

over land. At the same time, the PNDC began to de-emphasize the role of the security 

apparatus in retaining power.  

The nature of the disputes over land began to change, as well. The security 

apparatus in the early 1980s had largely contained social conflict between customary 

authorities and communal subjects, and between the state and subaltern classes. 

Increasingly, however, disputes arose between the individuals purchasing land to which 

they held no customary rights. Foreign exchange liberalization enabled more individuals 

to purchase land plots with remittances and savings from work abroad. New real estate 

companies sought large tracts of land for private estate development in peri-urban areas. 

The traditional aristocracy began to sell land without recourse to customary subjects, and 

often without clear boundaries or demarcation. The secretive nature and opaqueness of 

the land transfer contributed to numerous land disputes between individual market 

participants. Disputants sought assistance from local District Assembly members, the 

remaining CDRs, the police, and in some cases, members of the Armed Forces to retain 
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possession of plots. Land disputes began to rise again, just as the PNDC led Ghana into 

democracy.  

A brief comparison of the NRC/SMC and PNDC periods suggests that the land 

sales markets do not emerge naturally, but are forged according to the interests of the 

ruling class. The nature of the ruling class, its factions, interests and strategies, create 

fluctuations in land relations and in the shape of the land sales market. In the case of 

Ghana, the NRC/SMC faction of the ruling class pushed land commoditization forward, 

as a means to accumulate wealth and remain in control over the state. The factional 

nature of the ruling class however, meant that the NRC/SMC attempted to exclude other 

factions of the ruling class from accessing land and land-based resources, as well as 

subaltern classes. This created resistance to the land transfers and tensions rose over land. 

The PNDC, representing an alternative faction of the ruling class, sought to build a 

support base from those excluded by the NRC/SMC. It supported local efforts by 

subaltern classes to increase their control over land resources, and suppressed the 

traditional aristocracy and rival ruling class factions. The PNDC further prevented 

violence over land transfers through increased state security capacity. The political 

interests of the PNDC effectively prevented rapid land commoditization, even in the early 

years of structural adjustment. Unlike the NRC/SMC period, the PNDC’s strategy led to 

a decline in land speculation and commercial investment in real estate. However, this 

countermovement in land could not be sustained. The PNDC’s political interests, and 

strategies, began to change as it moved Ghana toward democratization.  
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Chapter 5. Electoral Patronage, Privatized Coercion, and Land 

Violence: Ghana under Democracy 

The Osu Traditional Council says the ruling New Patriotic Party is engaging in self delusion 

[sic] if it intends releasing Ga family lands in a bid to secure votes from the people. The council 

says it will engineer an electoral defeat of the NPP if the government does not release “all 

lands,” including stool lands that have been confiscated to the state over the years. In a statement 

released on Monday and prompted by government’s announcement to release some family lands, 

the Osu chiefs said the move is a mere propaganda gimmick to win Ga votes.381  

 

The previous chapter discussed the decline of violence over land during the 

PNDC rule, which related to the dominant ruling-class faction’s shift in political strategy. 

The PNDC strategy to strengthen the coercive institutions to prevent potential coups also 

helped reduce land-related violence, because parties in land disputes lacked easy access 

to guns and other weapons, and the state coercive institutions helped contain local 

disputes from degenerating. In addition, the PNDC sought to retain power, in part, 

through building a support base among subaltern classes, a strategy pursued through 

institutional support and policies that favored subaltern interests in land at the local level, 

often against the traditional aristocracy. Finally, the PNDC’s economic reform policies 

and state revenue recovery slowed primitive accumulation in land, particularly by rival 

                                                             
381 Fiifi Koomson, “Lands for votes: Osu warns Government,” Accessed October 14, 2008. 
http://news.myjoyonline.com/news/200810/21603.asp. 
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factions of the ruling class. In sum, the PNDC’s strategy to protect itself against a rival 

ruling-class faction’s attempts to gain power contributed to the decline in land violence 

through increasing security capacity, bolstering subaltern classes in land relations, and 

constraining demand for land. However, the nature of the threat to power began to change 

as the PNDC moved Ghana toward democratization in the late 1980s. Administrative 

changes that followed local level district assembly elections initiated a reversal in the 

counter-movement in land relations. Land relations began to deteriorate as factions of the 

ruling class and the traditional aristocracy took advantage of the institutional reform 

period to re-assert their control over land.  

This chapter addresses the transition period toward electoral democracy. It argues 

that democratic reforms played a key role in increasing the number of land disputes and 

their degeneration into protracted violence. The argument set out below does not dismiss 

the role of economic reform in changing land relations;  economic liberalization did allow 

Ghanaians living abroad to send remittances to build housing which contributed to 

increase demand for peri-urban land and land prices. However, this alone does not 

explain an increase in land violence. The political strategies of the ruling class mediated 

the effects of economic reforms, and ultimately, shaped the nature of the emerging land 

market. 

This chapter begins by examining ruling-class control over the democratization 

process, including the reduction of the effective role of the coercive institutions, and the 

new political strategy that accompanied a shift to elections. The dominant ruling-class 

faction no longer sought to capture subaltern support through land policies and 
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institutions, in part because it had built a core of support among rural peasants. Rather, 

the new strategy entailed building electoral-patronage machines to ensure votes during 

elections. The next section addresses the means by which ruling-class factions sought to 

accumulate wealth to sustain patron-client networks, finance elections Factions needed 

resources that could enable them to maintain patron-client relationship and to finance 

future elections even during periods out of power. The third section analyzes the part 

played by the security services in the ruling-class strategy, particularly as the ruling class 

dismantled the PNDC’s “revolutionary” institutions and then weakened the remaining 

ones. The chapter concludes by returning to the central questions of the impact of ruling 

class political strategies on land relations and the resulting violence.  

 

Section 1. Means to Access and Maintain Power: Electoral Politics 

Ghana’s democratization began with district assembly and local committee 

elections in 1989 and culminated with presidential and parliamentary elections in 

November 1992. The incumbent, Flt. Lt. Rawlings, retained power as an elected president 

with the National Democratic Congress (NDC) party. The country has since achieved two 

changes of the political party in power. The New Patriotic Party (NPP) won the 

presidency and the majority of seats in Parliament in 2000, signaling the first time 

Ghana’s government executive was changed through an election. The NPP was re-elected 

in the 2004 election.  The NDC returned to power in the 2008 election, which marked the 

second handover of party in power through the ballot box. The international community 

and scholars now generally accept the country as a democracy, despite some flaws in the 
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founding 1992 election382 and incidents of sporadic violence and rigging in the 2008 

election by both parties. The “consolidation” of democracy in 2000, marked by an 

alternation of party in power, did not appear to modify the strategy of the opposing 

factions of the ruling class.  

The acceptance of election results by all rival factions of the ruling class since 

1992 does not reflect a unification of or consensus among the ruling class, though it does 

show some level of agreement within the ruling class on the election and democratic 

rules, processes and institutions. To the contrary, the factional nature of the ruling class 

has persisted and shaped the nature of Ghanaian democracy. The political parties formed 

in 1992 followed the divisions that originated in the anti-colonial struggle. The two 

primary rival ruling-class factions created parties that dominated the electoral space, and 

they co-opted the small parties during presidential elections. Most of the PNDC joined 

the National Democratic Congress, endorsed by small Nkrumahist parties, such as the 

National Convention Party and the EGLE Party. Personalities from the Danquah-Busia 

tradition, as well as some from the Akyeampong government (including Gen. 

Akyeampong’s wife), formed the New Patriotic Party. The zero-sum politics and struggle 

for control of the state and the nation’s resources between these rival factions of the 

ruling class continued under democracy.  

The nature of the ruling-class struggle for control over the state and resources is 

reflected in the institutions and policies that both parties adopted, beginning with the 

initial transition to democracy itself. The basis upon which the dominant faction of the 

                                                             
382 Adu Boahen, "Ghana: Conflict Reoriented," in Governance as Conflict Management: Politics and 
Violence in West Africa, ed. I. William Zartman (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1997). 
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ruling class opted for regime change shaped the institutions formed with the transition to 

democracy. The PNDC’s 1992 announcement lifting the ban on political parties and 

scheduling national presidential elections grew, predominantly, out of pressure on the 

PNDC from external donor agencies for reform.383 Ongoing internal regime consultations 

assessed that democratization was necessary to enable the country to continue to receive 

donor assistance, and moreover, that the PNDC had the ability to retain power in 

democratic elections, particularly through the subaltern and rural vote organized by the 

CDRs. In other words, the decision to make a transition to democratic rule came 

primarily from inside the regime, rather than from pressure by civil society. Bratton and 

van der Waal’s review of the transitions to democracy in Africa also noted the absence of 

strong domestic agitation for democratic elections in Ghana. Rather, domestic pressures 

for democratization, such as rallies and protests, followed the regime’s decision to move 

toward democracy and toward the announcement of district-level democratic elections in 

the late 1980s. Leading members of the rival faction of the ruling class, such as the future 

presidential candidates Adu Boahen and Nana Akufo Addo, dominated the domestic calls 

for democracy. Newspaper reports and interviews with former PNDC officials suggest 

that the PNDC did not make the transition to democracy under threat from public lectures 

and rallies favoring democratic elections from the rival ruling- class faction; instead, it 

made the move more immediately in reaction to external threats to cut foreign aid.  

The PNDC’s internal decision to liberalize the political process gave it the ability 

to control the process of democratization. The PNDC and subsequent NDC could, 

                                                             
383 Former PNDC public servants, personal communications, Accra, 2008. 
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therefore, create new institutions that suited its own interests. In short, it sought to 

establish institutions to further its control over resources, which would enable it to 

dominate permanently  the rival ruling-class faction. It is not surprising that the NPP 

created institutions and implemented a strategy to eliminate the rival faction during its 

time in power. Indeed, both ruling class factions, through the successive changes in the 

dominant rival faction in power, subordinated the interests of subaltern classes to their 

own interests when they were formulating new institutions and policy. This is reflected in 

policies and institutions that manage and regulate land and in the escalation of violence in 

the land market after democratization.  

 

New Electoral Threats to Power 

Democracy changed the type of threat to ruling-class dominance. While the 

acceptance of the rules of democracy implied peaceful transfers of power, it did not 

guarantee that coups would no longer occur. In the case of Ghana, ruling-class acceptance 

of elections as the new means to gain power, along with assurance from the international 

community that it would defend elected leaders, altered the political calculus.  

The threat of losing control over the state through a coup seemingly declined 

during the early 1990s in Africa. Stated otherwise, assuming power through a coup had 

become less viable and carried higher risk. The international community began to provide 

security assurance to elected leaders, taking military action if necessary to prevent coups 

and to restore constitutionally elected leaders who had been removed through coups or 

force. For instance, the United Kingdom assisted in securing Tejan Kabbah’s power in 
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Sierra Leone, and the U.S. attempted to support an elected leader in Haiti. In addition, in 

2000 the African Union issued the Lome Declaration on unconstitutional coups, which 

barred leaders of coups from certain activities in the organization. It then exercised this 

authority by restoring overthrown President de Menzies to office in 2003.384 This gave 

the ruling class in Ghana confidence in democratic politics and its electoral outcomes. 

In democratic Ghana, political actors remain the same, but the way rival ruling 

class factions sought and retained power changed. To begin, the electoral process largely 

removed the coup threat with democratization. Equally important, the faction of the 

ruling class in power could no longer rely on the coercive institutions of the state to 

remain in power. The coercive apparatus of the state, therefore, declined in importance as 

a means to gain and retain power, and building election machinery gained priority.  

 

Seeking Votes: Building a Political Client Base  

The logic of electoral democracy demanded a new ruling-class strategy and the 

“new” political parties turned to patronage. Lindbergh defines neo-patrimonial politics as 

“ensuring personal favors and benefits, often at the expense of public concerns and 

resources,” which he distinguishes from liberal democratic politics that focus on “public 

policies, political programmes and prudent use of national resources.”385 Lindbergh’s 

study of Ghana’s Parliament supports the assertion that elected officials increasingly 

                                                             
384 African Union, Communique, Ninety-third Ordinary Session at Ambassadorial Level of the Central 
Organ of the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution, (Central 
Organ/MEC/AMB/COMM XCIII) 24 July 2003, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Accessed at: http://www.africa-
union.org/News_Events/Communiqu%C3%A9s/Communique%20%28Eng.%29%2024-07-2003.pdf 
385 Lindbergh, ""It's Our Time to Chop", 123. 
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utilized patronage to reproduce their power since the 1992 inception election, spending 

both an increasing amount on elections and a higher proportion of income on personal 

“gifts” to constituents.386 Sandbrook and Oelbaum reached a similar conclusion on the 

resurgence of patronage after finding a 70% increase in core civil servants between 1992 

and 1995.387 A quantitative study likewise found 27% more education spending in 

districts where the ruling party won the Parliamentary elections.388 These studies, as well 

as another by Aidoo,389 present a picture of increasing patronage between the politicians 

and constituents.  

Personal contact with each voter is one means that political parties adopted to 

acquire support, but it is an inefficient method for presidential candidates who must reach 

voters nationally. National, and even Parliamentary elections require intervening actors to 

reach small groups and individuals. In other words, the ruling class needs intermediary 

patrons at the local level to build and sustain a national patron-client network.  In Ghana, 

the process of decentralization that created district assemblies and the reforms made to 

the institutions that regulated relations between the state and the traditional aristocracy 

provided such local patron-clients. 

 

Decentralized Patronage: District Assemblies and the Creation of Local Patron-

Client Networks 
                                                             
386 Ibid. 
387 Richard Sandbrook and Jay Oelbaum, Jay, “The Politics of Economic Decline in Ghana.” Democracy 
and Development 2, no. 3. (September-December 1999): 19-20. 
388 Edward Farhan and Zaidi Miguel, Do Politicians Reward Their Supporters? Public Spending and 
Incumbency Advantage in Ghana (University of California, Berkeley, 2003). 
389 Thomas Maxwell Aidoo, "Political Involvement in a Democratizing Neo-Patrimonial Polity: The Case 
of Ghana - 1992-2000," Research Review: Institute of African Studies 22, no. 2 (2006). 



188 
 

  

 The district assemblies, transformed from the non-democratic district councils in 

1989, officially sought to deconcentrate government institutions to the local level to 

improve administration. The PNDC also claimed that the Assemblies contributed to the 

creation of non-party, democratic governance, and democratization began in Ghana with 

the election of 70 per cent of the district assembly bodies in 1989.390 Nugent argues, 

however, that decentralization provided the basis to mobilize the “rural elite” as part of a 

political base.391 The new institution certainly offered the dominant ruling-class faction 

links to local business, the traditional aristocracy and subaltern populations. An extensive 

study of the institution and outcomes concludes that the assemblies remain under central 

control with little autonomy.392 Ultimately, the institution ensures that the Presidency 

exercises extensive control over the district government, by legislating that the President 

appoints the head of each assembly, the district chief executive (DCE), and 30 per cent of 

the assembly. The district assembly implements government policy, but, more important, 

awards and manages most contracts for infrastructure, procures some of the supplies 

needed in each district, and distributes central government supplies. The district chief 

executive is at the same time beholden to the Presidency and the ruling class faction in 

power. The DCE and assembly members serve as important figures in creating and 

reproducing the patron-client network at the local level. 

                                                             
390 Richard C. Crook, Manor, James, "Ghana," in Democracy and Decentralisation in South Asia and West 
Africa, eds., Richard C. Crook and James Manor (Cambridge, New York and Melbourne: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998). 
391 Paul Nugent, Big Men, Small Boys and Politics in Ghana. 
392 Crook, "Ghana." 
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The district assembly structure also reflects the increased authority of the 

traditional aristocracy at the local level. The dominant faction of the ruling class 

integrated the traditional aristocracy into governance with the reform of local government 

institutions under the 1992 Constitution.  Article 255 (1c) and Act 462 Section 141 (1c), 

gazetted in 1993 after the 1992 election, mandate that each regional house of chiefs elects 

two representatives to serve on the regional coordinating council. This body makes 

decisions on policy and security matters for each of Ghana’s ten regions. In addition, 

Article 242 (d) and the Local Government Act (462), Section 5 (d) state that the President 

must consult chieftaincy authorities in appointing the non-elected 30 per cent of each 

district assembly. The President may also choose a chief to serve on an assembly. The 

ruling class in taking these actions appeared to prevent the overlap of national, customary 

and political interests, but it then gave chiefs an official role in both regional and local 

governance. The ruling class and the traditional aristocracy have used the new role to 

their advantage, gaining greater control in local land relations. 

 

Redefining the Relationship between the Ruling Class and Traditional Aristocracy: 

Prohibitions and Alliances  

During democratization, the ruling-class factions reached consensus on returning 

to chiefs a role in governance, enabling them to overcome hindrances posed by the 

weakened position of the chief during the PNDC period. Institutions created during the 

transition to democracy restored some local power to the traditional aristocracy. Other 

newly created institutions seemed to attempt to give the traditional aristocracy greater 
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independence from political interference by the ruling class, but this attempt ultimately 

yielded unintended consequences.  

 

Formal Separations between Politics and Customary Authority 

The new Constitution of the Fourth Republic of 1992 prohibited the state from 

interference in chieftaincy affairs. For the first time, official recognition or destoolment 

could occur only through the National House of Chiefs, rather than through a state 

ministry or the executive. Article 271 (2) of the Constitution states: 

Parliament shall have no power to enact any law which (a) confers on any 

person or authority the right to accord or withdraw recognition to or from 

a chief for any purpose whatsoever; or (b) in anyway detracts or derogates 

from the honour and dignity of Chieftaincy.  

In addition, the 1992 Constitution (Articles 271-274) made provisions for arbiters 

in chieftaincy matters to regulate the traditional councils at the local level, the regional 

house of chiefs for each region, and the national house of chiefs as the highest level, in 

the absence of state authority. Each of these bodies has a judicial committee with 

jurisdiction over disputes over chieftaincy positions.  The committee is tasked with 

hearing disputes over stool occupancy, with procedures for appeal that proceed up a chain 

of authority to the national level. Only when that process has been exhausted and cases 

meet specific criteria can a case be taken to the state’s courts for adjudication.  

Furthermore, Article 276 of the Constitution banned chiefs from taking part in 

“active party politics.” A chief may not stand for an elected position as a party member. 
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Accordingly, members of the traditional aristocracy must be neutral in dealing with party 

candidates. Chiefs photographed or filmed at political events must publicly declare that 

they do not support the candidate whose event they are attending, or they must abdicate 

the position of chief. Such measures allegedly seek to create a boundary between 

customary and party politics, to prevent customary interests from overriding national 

interests, and to safeguard the customary institutions and customary subjects.   

 

Traditional Aristocrats and Alliances: Building Patron-Client Chiefs 

 The constitutional provisions appear to reduce the ability of the ruling class to 

control the traditional aristocracy. However, the provisions did not change actual 

practice. Each rival ruling class faction actively engages in customary politics, seeking to 

promote favored chiefs who will provide them access to voters and local resources. In 

addition, many members of the traditional aristocracy violate the ban on active 

participation in politics; chiefs, linguists and other customary functionaries make their 

choice for a candidate clear to the community, including attendance at party functions, 

such as rallies. Politicians perceive that an endorsement by a member of the traditional 

aristocracy, particularly a chief, can significantly improve votes among the customary 

subjects.393 In short, the ruling-class factions place great importance on ensuring the 

position of a favored chief to support the patronage system.  

The ruling-class factions each support candidates when a position becomes vacant 

in the traditional aristocracy, offering financial incentives, “macho-men” thugs, and 

                                                             
393 Exceptions exist where chiefs do not possess significant influence over voters, as occurs increasingly in 
the urban areas.  
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political promises to the “kingmakers” to choose their candidate.394 They also send local 

political clients, mostly members of “youth associations,” to protest the appearance of a 

rival candidate, even advocating the use of violence.395 Influential individuals act as 

“chieftaincy contractors,” identifying prospective traditional leaders and managing their 

“campaigns” within the traditional structures, through the Traditional Councils up to the 

National House of Chiefs. “Chieftaincy contractors” existed prior to the 1992 transition, 

but have increasingly become involved in advocating for a particular stool candidate to 

gain control over land. Indeed, these contractors secure promises of large tracts of land 

for re-sale and land-based resource concessions in payment for their services and in 

repayment for money lent to pay off those involved in selecting the chief. In addition, the 

contractors often provide links to state officials and members of the judiciary who may be 

called upon to enforce the rulings of the Traditional Councils and the National House of 

Chiefs.396 

An additional benefit of the realignment of relations between the ruling class and 

the traditional aristocracy is that chiefs and other members of the traditional aristocracy 

can provide access to land and land-based resources and can override the interests of the 

subaltern classes. At times, ruling-class access to land and land-based resources motivates 

the alliance with the traditional aristocracy, though this can undermine the legitimacy of 

chiefs as patron-clients. 

                                                             
394 Mark-Anthony Vinoko, "Minister Dabbles in Stool Affairs," Ghanaian Times, 16 October 2002, 1. 
395 Member of a Ga traditional council, personal communication, Accra, 2006. 
396 Aning, “Chieftaincy, Land Conflicts and Conflict Resolution Mechanisms in Ghana.”  
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Chiefs and other members of the traditional aristocracy also benefit from 

positioning themselves as local patron-clients. Parliamentary and presidential candidates 

negotiate payments with chiefs in cash (and gin or schnapps) for entry into their 

customary areas. One Member of Parliament complained of the increasing amount of 

financial compensation being demanded by chiefs to enter a customary area. Payments of 

approximately 200 USD per chief, with more than ten chiefs within the constituency, 

placed a financial strain on his campaign. Payments made to chiefs to secure loyalty can 

cost the equivalent of several thousand dollars, sometimes collected from both major 

political parties. In addition to direct payments, chiefs also use their alliance with the 

district assemblies to acquire infrastructural development, primarily electricity, for 

customary land, which raises land values for private sale.397  

The institutions created at the time of the democratization became instruments of 

patronage for the ruling-class factions, whether intended or not, and weakened the 

subaltern classes’ ability to make demands and pursue their interests. For instance, 

customary Judicial Committees failed to function as effective arbiters in the majority of 

customary areas. Members of the committees are commonly engaged in disputes over 

position themselves and are most often linked to disputes over land allocation and land 

revenues. Members make agreements with each other and with the ruling-class factions 

simply to fail to make a ruling or to rule in a particular way. Committee members also 

demand “sitting fees” from disputants to “warm the seat” of each committee member at 

                                                             
397 Member of Parliament, personal communication, Accra, 2007. 
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meetings;398 these fees are paid in addition to official court fees, making it difficult for 

subaltern classes to afford access to the customary courts. The paramount chief might 

also manipulate the composition of committees to ensure a favorable outcome for himself 

or a sub-chief. This is particularly problematic, as paramount chiefs claim a percentage of 

revenue accruing from natural resources and land within their paramountcy from chiefs 

of lower ranks.  

Moreover, judicial committees have had a detrimental effect on land relations for 

the subaltern classes and provide the ruling class with a means to control land. The 

committees lengthen disputes over chieftaincy and land, particularly as aggrieved 

disputants continue to appeal to higher levels and cases are delayed at each level. 

Extending the period over which disputes remain unresolved works to the advantage of 

the ruling class and traditional aristocracy. The official and informal fees that accumulate 

over lengthy sittings of the committees make the customary committees inaccessible to 

most Ghanaians. In addition, delayed rulings encourage private or “self-help”,violence to 

control land by protecting it physically. This also benefits the ruling class, as it is better 

able to contract and arm private guards and militias. Members of the traditional 

aristocracy further benefit as they often supply disputants with “land guards” from their 

customary areas. Chiefs and their customary subjects, often referred to as “retainers,” 

then argue that the land guards are the stool’s asafo group and claim that they therefore 

fall under “chieftaincy matters” outside of the state’s jurisdiction.  

                                                             
398 Joseph R. A. Ayee, "Conflict Resolution and Grievance Redressing Mechanism at the District Level in 
Ghana: Myth or Reality," in ed. Mike Oquaye, Democracy and Conflict Resolution in Ghana (Accra: 
GoldType Publications, 1995). This was also supported by separate interviews with two members of 
customary authorities in Accra, 2006, and a lawyer, Accra, 2007. 
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Further, the presence of the traditional aristocracy in the district assembly 

undermined local government functions and fed disputes over stool occupancy as well as 

quarrels over land and land-based natural resources. As Ayee notes, “[As] past 

experience has shown, institutional representation is untenable because the chiefs will 

transfer litigation and disputes over stools and skin to the district assemblies and the sub-

district structures, thereby creating factions where one needs a concerted front for local 

development.”399  

Thus with the advent of democratic politics, the ruling class sought to use 

patronage as the means to gain power. This strategy realigned the relationship between 

the ruling class and the traditional aristocracy, transforming the latter into “middlemen,” 

or local patrons. The ruling class created ineffective institutions that officially placed the 

traditional aristocracy in control of its own affairs, but at the same time, allowed the 

ruling-class factions to pursue their interests. Official state neutrality in chieftancy and 

customary matters provided the basis upon which the state could fail to act. Unofficially, 

each faction promoted the candidates for chieftancy with whom it could collaborate. The 

ruling class subordinated the interests of the subaltern classes in these patronage 

arrangements. Land and housing policies neglected the poorest farmers and urban 

dwellers.  

 

The Neglect of Policies and Institutions: Land and Housing 

                                                             
399 Joseph R. A.  Ayee, "Some Thoughts on the Institutional Representation of Chiefs in the District 
Assemblies and the Sub-District Structures," in Chieftancy in Ghana: Culture, Governance and 
Development, ed. Irene K. Odotei and Albert K. Awedoba (Accra: Sub-Saharan Publishers), 60.  



196 
 

  

The role of land and housing in politics shifted drastically with the transition to an 

elected government. The previous chapter discussed the way in which the PNDC gave 

land prominence in its strategy to gain subaltern support, capturing the public discourse 

on land and using the “revolutionary” bodies to enforce claims to land and land-based 

resources by customary subjects. The PNDC also sought to build urban support among 

subaltern classes through housing policy, by enforcing rent caps and constraining demand 

for excessive rent advances. However, following the transition to democracy, political 

parties began to avoid taking a public position on land, and, for the most part, they 

dropped discussion of rent caps and limiting advance rent payment. Land and housing did 

not figure prominently in gathering support from voters, as it had under the PNDC, 

because the ruling class sought support through patronage rather than substantive policy. 

 

Land Policy 

The political parties noticeably began to avoid discussion of subaltern rights to 

land as an electoral issue following democratization. Parliamentary candidates and party 

organizers stated that they deliberately refused to discuss land during active campaigning, 

as they feared a loss of votes from the traditional aristocracy or stool subjects who felt 

aggrieved over exclusion from the opportunity to control land.400 Even candidates who 

were former members of revolutionary bodies admitted to avoiding the land issue while 

campaigning. Furthermore, candidates and party organizers resisted attempts by the 

subaltern classes to press candidates into answering questions about land issues, 

                                                             
400 Former MP, personal communication, Accra, 2007; Sitting MP, Accra, 2007. 
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removing speakers from platforms and leaving rallies to do so.401 In the late 1990s, one 

M.P. raised the issue of land disputes in Parliament following a high-profile land guard 

case in 1998-9, but the government largely ignored the call for action. Land effectively 

ceased to be the subject of public, political discourse following democratization (with the 

exception of technocratic policy positions on land title reform, which were not subject to 

debate).  

The political rhetoric shifted post-1992, but the official position on land remained 

relatively stable across subsequent changes of the party in power. The government of 

Ghana continued to pursue a land-titling policy through the Land Administration Project 

with external funding and continued to make promises to improve the land-tenure system 

to encourage private-sector investment in agriculture and in providing housing needs.402  

The government of Ghana across both ruling-class factions also promised to establish 

land banks to ease the acquisition of land by private and foreign investors.403 The 

emphasis continued to be on formal titling as a means to address land-related problems 

experienced by the private investor, despite the worsening of litigation and rising 

violence over land. A broad selection of society, including members of the legal 

profession, public servants, members of the traditional aristocracy, and real estate 

                                                             
401 Youth leader, Jamestown, personal communication, Accra, 2006. 
402 See: Samuel Kyei-Boateng, "Efforts to Solve Land Sector Problems," Daily Graphic, 19 May 2006, 47.; 
A. Kofoya-Tetteh, "'Streamline Land Administration'," Daily Graphic, 17 April 2006, 21.; GNA, "Govt. to 
Streamline Land Tenure System," Daily Graphic, 26 April 2007, 43. 
403 See: Lucy Adoma Yeboah, "Boost for Investors - Frustration over Land Acquisition Cleared," Daily 
Graphic, 4 April 2007, 1.; "Editorial," Daily Graphic, 10 April 2007, 3. 
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developers, point out that the LAP has not resolved the opacity in the titling process404; 

moreover, it has not clarified enforcement of titles. Further, a title does not guarantee 

valid ownership, as titles are granted even where ownership has not been verified.405 

In addition, the prohibition on state interference in chieftaincy matters provided 

the ruling class with a means to claim that it could not interfere in land disputes or local 

land issues. The government of Ghana, on the one hand, endorsed donor-funded efforts to 

establish Customary Land Secretariats to process customary land acquisitions more 

efficiently. Yet it refused to intervene in existing disputes. The Head of Title Registration 

stated that land disputes are all caused by chieftaincy problems, and as such, the registry 

cannot take any position on a land dispute.406 Yet the registry continues to register lands 

known to be at the center of dispute. The refusal of intervention in land disputes at times 

extended to denial of enforcement of title by official bodies, including the police, when 

disputes arose over stool lands. In short, state officials argued that the 1992 Constitution 

prohibits state interference in chieftaincy affairs and therefore bars any intervention in 

disputes over customary lands. 

With democratization, land moved from being a tool through which a faction of 

the ruling class gathered support to maintain its dominance, to an issue perceived to be 

inimical to building a patron-client network. Disputes over land divided members of the 

traditional aristocracy, the subaltern groups as well as clans. These divisions threatened 

                                                             
404 The number of steps in the titling process has been identified and mapped as high as 43. For an overview 
of the process, see: Wordsworth Odame Larbi, “Urban land policies and the delivery of developable land in 
Ghana” (PhD diss., Department of Land Management and Development, University of Reading, 1994). 
405 "Land Guards Arrested at Ashaley Botwe," Ghanaian Times, 19 February 2010, 21. 
406 Chief Registrar of Lands, Land Title Registry, personal communication, Accra, 2007. 
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the ability of the ruling class to build patron-client networks around local chiefs and 

political leaders. Official pronouncements on land generally coincided with public events 

related to the donor-funded Land Administration Project. The ruling-class shift on land 

relations occurred amidst a growing and increasingly violent land market, including an 

extensive encroachment onto public lands and the widespread sale of public lands to 

private individuals. The change in the land market rapidly pushed out the peri-urban 

farms surrounding the major cities and displaced customary occupants. Clearly, land had 

not ceased to be significant to local social relations and the economic development 

agenda, but the significance of land changed with the transition to electoral politics. First, 

land provided a source of revenue for the ruling class and a source of finance for political 

parties. Second, local land disputes often became the subject of political party disputes, as 

disputants, to no one’s surprise, split along party lines. These changes in land relations 

will be discussed in Section 4 below.   

 

Real estate development: Housing 

In Ghana’s history, land demand tended to be driven in large part by housing 

policy. The drive to build estate housing by state corporations drove a rise in demand for 

land during the SMC period, for instance, and constraints placed on landlords during the 

PNDC period discouraged investment in rental housing. An overview of the trends 

suggests that housing should be an urgent political issue for Ghana’s voters since 1992. 

The annual housing deficit per year since the 1990s has stood at an estimated 80,000. The 

Ghana Real Estate Developers Associations estimated the housing shortage in 2005 to be 
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970,038. The housing that exists is increasingly of a poor standard. Additionally, the 

2000 national census found that out of the counted 3,877,418 dwellings, 1,695,443 could 

not be considered conventional houses, i.e. kiosks, container shops, storefronts, shacks, 

etc.407 Nationally, 49.9% of households, averaging 5.1 persons, sleep in one room. In the 

capital, Accra, the figure reaches 62.9% of households sleeping in one room. Slums 

continue to grow, with over 50% of Ghana’s population living in urban areas and 70% of 

the urban population living in slums; around a fourth of the population now live in 

slums.408 The statistics suggest deplorable housing conditions for the majority of 

Ghanaians. Yet, political party manifestos and campaigns since 1992 have tended to gloss 

over the issue of housing.  

Official Government of Ghana statements on housing, as in land, changed little 

across political parties. In general, the government seeks to encourage private investment 

in housing and rental properties. That said, the government’s last housing policy dates to 

1993. The most recent attempt to create a policy document remained in draft form across 

two changes in ruling party and continued to be discussed at “stakeholder” meetings for 

years.  

The number of real estate developers in Ghana surged in the late 1990s.409 A 

study found that 70% of the houses built by real estate developers exceeded a price of 

GHC 50,000 (USD 43,100) in 2007. Houses in gated communities in Accra and other 
                                                             
407 GREDA, "Ghana Housing Report: A Discussion Paper Submitted to the IFC" (Accra: Ghana Real Estate 
Developers Association, 2009). 
408 Godfrey K. Nyanney, "5.5 M Ghanaians Dwell in Slums," Ghanaian Times, 20 January 2009, 1. 
409 S. Osei Kwame and F. Antwi, "The Impact of Land Delivery and Finance in the Supply of Residential 
Accommodation in the Urban Centres of Ghana: The Case Study of Accra, Tema and Kumasi" (MSc. 
Thesis 229, Department of Real Estate and Construction Section, Real Estate and Construction Economics, 
Royal Institute of Technology, Sweden, 2004). 
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urban centers, which began to emerge in the 1990s and extended rapidly after 2000, can 

sell in foreign currency for prices upward of USD 500,000. The investment in gated 

communities by the private sector totaled USD 434.8 million at 2005 values, the 

equivalent of the total foreign direct investment between 1999 and 2003.410 Grant 

attributes this development in housing predominantly to the liberalization of remittances 

into Ghana.411 Those with foreign currency buy modern housing at prices well above 

average incomes, leaving the remainder of the public living in substandard housing and 

slum conditions. Grant also notes the development of a land market in this process, as all 

the gated communities have been built on land acquired from customary owners. The cost 

of “executive” houses exemplifies the disparity in housing between Ghana’s ruling class 

and its subaltern classes. Malpezzi and Mayo conclude that the capital city of Ghana 

suffers from one of the worst house-price-to-income ratios across developing countries.412  

It is not surprising, then, that the ruling class resists the inclusion of housing in the 

political dialogue, while each ruling-class faction favors certain real estate developers. 

Even the leadership of the national body GREDA tends to change with each electoral 

change in party, with GREDA’s president tending to align with the ruling party. The 

estate developers, in turn, provide financial support to the allied political party, notably 

the one that provides preferential access to power.413 The government of Ghana, with 

                                                             
410 Richard Grant, "The Emergence of Gated Communities in a West African Context: Evidence from 
Greater Accra, Ghana," Urban Geography 26, no. 8 (2005). 
411 Ibid. 
412 S. Moyo S. Malpezzi, "The Demand for Housing in Developing Countries," Economic Development and 
Cultural Change 35 (1997)., as cited by Grant, "The Emergence of Gated Communities in a West African 
Context: Evidence from Greater Accra, Ghana." 
413 This cannot be verified through accounts provided to the Electoral Commission, because the accounts do 
not accurately detail contributions. The donations from real estate companies to political parties have been 
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technical support from the World Bank, attempted to provide incentives to developers to 

improve the housing supply. In 1994, Ghana passed the Ghana Investment Promotion 

Council Act 478 (b) to provide real estate tax exemption for foreign companies on the 

sale or rental of residential houses for five years. Real estate companies ensure continued 

benefits by closing and re-opening under new registration after five years, 414 with the 

tacit assistance of the aligned ruling-class faction in power.  

The government of Ghana’s tax and mortgage policies encourage the 

development of the formal real estate industry, but estate developers neglect the low-

income housing market populated by the subaltern classes. Indeed, formal estate 

developers supply only about 10% of total housing stock. Private individuals supply the 

majority of housing, funded primarily through savings and remittances outside the 

mortgage industry. The lack of urgency placed on housing by the ruling class is 

exemplified by the failure to adopt a national housing and human settlement policy. 

Clearly, the transition to electoral democracy failed to lead to a favorable response to the 

subaltern classes’ housing crisis. At the same time, the ruling-class position on housing 

did encourage the proliferation of private real estate companies and land speculators. 

Thus, the ruling class shifted to a strategy of patronage to gather votes. It sought 

“middlemen,” local patrons who would create and maintain patron-client networks. The 

ruling-class faction in power at the time of the transition restored the power of the 

traditional aristocracy at the local level through district and chieftaincy institutions. In 

                                                                                                                                                                                      
relayed through personal communications with the a senior member of a political party and a real estate 
company executive.  
414 GREDA, "Ghana Housing Report: A Discussion Paper Submitted to the IFC." 
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addition, it created district assemblies that could be manipulated by the central executive, 

and it gave the appointed district chief executive the power to grant contracts that also 

positioned him/her to build and maintain patron-client networks at the local level. The 

patronage strategy led to two important changes in local land relations. First, shifting 

power in favor of the traditional aristocracy and away from subaltern classes gave the 

traditional aristocracy greater control over land and land-based resources. The transition 

to the 1992 Constitutional rule and the withdrawal of the Head of Family Accountability 

Law left subaltern classes with little control over land.  Second, the dominant faction of 

the ruling class ceased to use land and housing as a means to gather political support from 

subaltern classes against the rival faction. However, land did not cease to be critical to the 

survival of the ruling-class factions. With the coming of democracy, the instrumental 

value of land became more critical to the accumulation of resources to finance elections 

and to further private accumulation of the ruling class.  

 

Section 2. Means of Accumulation: Election Financing, Patronage and 

the Market 

The ruling class factions needed more resources to manage the cost of election 

campaigns and the recurrent expense of patronage to gain and retain power than under 

previous regimes. The ruling class political strategy had to address the acquisition of such 

resources. Additionally, factions out of power had to find non-public sources of finance 

to continue maintaining their patronage and mount future electoral campaigns. This need 
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for a continual source of finance was peculiar to the democratic dispensation and figured 

prominently in the accumulation strategies of the ruling class factions.  

 

Electoral Campaigns  

Gaining and maintaining power through an election in Ghana requires substantial 

financial resources, and this encourages corruption. A report by the National Democratic 

Institute concluded that political-party financing in Africa threatens political stability, 

because business interests and wealthy individuals engage in politics as a means to access 

contracts.415 The study found a prevalent perception in Ghana that the high cost of 

campaigns leads politicians to “retrieve their investments” should they obtain power. 

Parties require financing in election and non-election years for events, congresses 

and rallies, media outreach, administration and overhead costs, as well as transportation. 

Parties also hold congresses midway between national elections to elect local, regional 

and national executives, creating high costs for the parties and the competing individuals. 

“Vote buying” adds to this expense, particularly in a system characterized by patronage. 

Individual candidates in Ghana ranked vote buying as their second-largest campaign 

expense (after transportation).416 Presidential campaigns demand the highest financial 

input. .  

The estimated cost of an individual presidential campaign, based on interviews 

with leading members of three different political parties, is USD 50,000,000. Campaign 

                                                             
415 Denise Baer and Bryan Shari, "Money in Politics: A Study of Party Financing Practices in 22 
Countries,"  (Washington, D.C.: National Democratic Institute for International Affairs, 2005). 
416 Ibid. 
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costs for seats in Parliament also carry substantial costs. These figures appear high in the 

context of a relatively small national GDP of USD 15.2 billion and an average gross 

national income of USD 590.417 An estimate across two major parties and six minor 

parties brings the total to around USD 200,000,000. The number of voters registered in 

2008 was 12,472,758,418 making the per-voter cost of elections around USD 16, which 

compares to and even exceeds per-capita campaign costs in some advanced countries.  

Neither the 1992 Constitution, Article 55, nor the Political Parties Act 2000 (Act 

574) limit donations, cash or in-kind gifts by a citizen or Ghanaian-owned business to a 

political party. The only limitation is that non-citizens are barred from contributing 

directly or indirectly to a political party. The Political Parties Act (Act 574), Section 13, 

requires the declaration of revenues and expenditures by political parties, which should 

then be published. However, the political parties repeatedly fail to submit their reports to 

the Electoral Commission and no sanctions or penalties stipulated by law are applied. 

Indeed, the failure of Ghana to adhere to the legal framework on party financing 

contributes to the country’s low score on the Global Integrity Report, which in 2009 

noted that “excess campaign expenditures by the two major political parties sometimes 

give rise to speculations on their sources of funding.”419 Historically, the ruling class used 

the state as a direct means of accumulation and party financing, particularly under the 

                                                             
417 Ghana at a Glance, 2007 (Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, 2008). 
418 G.N.A., "Voter Turnout Drops in Election," December 10, 2008. Accessed December 10, 2008 at:  
http://www.ghanaweb.com/GhanaHomePage/NewsArchive/artikel.php?ID=154414 
419 Global Integrity, "Global Integrity Scorecard: Ghana 2009," (Capetown: Global Integrity: 2009), 43. 
Accessed at: http://report.globalintegrity.org/reportPDFS/2009/Ghana.pdf 
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one-party state. Increasingly however, leading members of parties, enabled by state 

institutions, turn to land and land-based natural resources to acquire financing. 

Factional Accumulation: Maintaining Power and Building Personal Wealth 

The PNDC sought to prevent accumulation by the rival faction of the ruling class, 

but democracy led to a stark change in strategy; both ruling-class factions sought wealth 

to pursue and hold power. They used state and non-state resources to accumulate this 

wealth, facilitated by the “shadow” or “rhizome” networks described in the first two 

chapters. It is important to note that it is difficult to provide precise figures and examples 

of these actions because of the lack of investigations by security services since 1992. The 

Attorney General’s office has prosecuted very few cases of corruption and those mostly 

fell under the nebulous “causing loss to the state” charge. Numerous media stories, 

particularly exposés on corruption that follow each change of party in power, remain 

unsubstantiated. Studies in public perception of officials provide an acceptable substitute 

for specific cases. Aidoo’s survey of voters in Ghana found that 56.9% thought officials 

awarded public contracts to “favored” contractors.420 Surveys conducted in 2006 by the 

non-governmental organizations Center for Democracy and Development and the Ghana 

Integrity Initiative also suggest increased perception of corruption in recent years. More 

than half of the Ghanaians polled believed the presidency is corrupt; 60 per cent believe 

corruption has worsened; and 82 per cent of public officials believe corruption to be more 

prevalent today than it was only three years prior to the survey.421 A Ghanaian scholar 

                                                             
420 Aidoo, "Political Involvement in a Democratizing Neo-Patrimonial Polity: The Case of Ghana - 1992-
2000," 30.  
421 Ghana Integrity Initiative, “Ghana’s CPI Score Worsens,” GII Alert, no. 12 (December 2006). 
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highlighted the fact that the state has undertaken no effective reforms to address 

corruption, noting that public officials’ asset declarations remain secret and inaccessible 

to the public.422 

Holding power is the most direct way for the ruling class to accumulate resources 

and to ensure that party clients accumulate wealth to be able to donate money to the 

party. At the national level, the dominant faction of the ruling class uses its control over 

the state to manipulate state contracts and procurements. Members of the faction and its 

clients get preferential access to infrastructural and construction supply contracts. This is 

important for accumulating financial resources for periods both in and out of power. 

Notably, the equipment purchased to initially fulfill contracts in Ghana enabled the 

faction’s members to operate in neighboring countries when out of power in Ghana. For 

example, construction companies obtained contracts to build roads and other 

infrastructure in near-by Liberia and Nigeria, then used road graders and paving machines 

originally purchased for contracts on feeder roads and drainage systems in Ghana. This 

ensures that the contractors continue to provide donations to the parties regardless of who 

holds power. Procurement awards to supply goods and services to the state’s ministries, 

departments and agencies offer rapid accumulation. For instance, contracts to supply 

crude oil to the national oil refinery offer high profits. In addition, the faction in power 

provides its members and clients with lucrative consulting contracts. Professionals and 

advisors sometimes carry multiple contracts simultaneously across different government 

ministries, departments, and agencies.. The state also may pressure a donor agency to 

                                                             
422 Baffuor Agyeman-Duah, Curbing Corruption and Improving Economic Governance: The Case of 
Ghana (Accra: Center for Democracy and Development, not dated). 
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contract a favored candidate or company. At the same time, the state provides senior 

members of government bodies, including Parliamentarians, with housing. In many cases, 

the state also covers for the cost of utilities and domestic household staff. Many 

appointees also benefit from cars and fuel provided by the state; cars can be purchased by 

government officials as the end of service at reduced prices. In this way, control over the 

central state enables direct means for accumulation.  

A similar process of accumulation occurs at the level of the district assemblies. 

Districts provide contracts for local business, such as building schools, roads, gutters and 

markets. State power also provides forms of income shared by the ruling class and 

subaltern classes. For instance, public toilets provide one source of income for those 

holding power at the regional and district level, to such an extent that the struggle to take 

over toilets after a change in party in power has become protracted and violent.423 

Appointments to the management of state-owned rural banks also enables access to 

capital at the local level, often with little or no recourse in cases of default.  

Accumulation also takes place outside the state, though state power is often used 

to facilitate the process. This can occur through access to state institutions to support a 

business or through protection from police and courts that might attempt to intervene in a 

questionable enterprise. An example of the former is that state-owned banks often 

provide members of the ruling class with loans to build businesses, such as hotels, car-

rental companies or hauling companies that will continue to operate during periods in 

which they are out of power. The latter strategy is exemplified by the provision of 

                                                             
423 Numerous cases exist, but the Alajo case exemplifies the protracted and violent nature of the disputes; 
see Jessica Amponsah, "Clash over Alajo Toilet," Daily Guide, 22 January 2010, 1. 
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protection from prosecution for drug trafficking or hiring armed guards to harass 

occupants of lands, both growing problems in Ghana. 

The aim of using state power to help small business in order to gain support from 

subaltern classes is not currently evident. The trend in agriculture also appears to favor 

large-scale farms, benefiting those who can access capital and negotiate supply contracts. 

Now, providing jobs for supporters during the time in power seems to be the preferred 

strategy to gain popular support. The number of unskilled employees in the MDAs surged 

after the 2000 election.424 The ruling-class faction in power then formalized the system of 

providing jobs for supporters with the National Youth Employment Programme, which 

the subsequent government “reformed,” adding its own supporters to the scheme after 

2008. A member of a political party summed up his expectations: corruption should 

“trickle down” from the Ministers of State to ordinary party members.425  

Electoral democracy also shaped the nature of accumulation by imposing a time 

limit on ruling-class factions to accumulate wealth through the state. Ghana’s four-year 

terms created a sense of urgency amongst both factions of the ruling class to accumulate 

money rapidly to finance the next election. This has encouraged wealth creation through 

short-term contracts, procurements and projects, as well as through trading ventures and 

building homes for rental income, rather than via investment in long-term productive 

enterprise. Regardless of the means, members of the ruling-class factions increasingly 

view securing an income outside the state as critical to political and personal survival. 

                                                             
424 Senior Official, Head of the Office of the Civil Service, personal communications, Accra, 2008. 
425 Driver, National Democratic Congress, personal communications, Accra, 1996. 
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The factional nature of the ruling class shapes the process of accumulation, 

because it leads to clashes over resources as each faction seeks to accumulate wealth. 

Simultaneously, each faction attempts to accumulate and prevent the other faction from 

accumulating wealth. More specifically, the faction in control of the state attempts to 

prevent the rival from accessing lucrative contracts and consultancies, and from accessing 

special assistance from state institutions through informal networks. The change from the 

pre-Constitution, pre-1992 era is that the dominant faction of the ruling class cannot rely 

on the security forces of the state to prevent rivals from accumulating assets, as this 

would jeopardize Ghana’s international reputation as a democracy and endanger aid 

inflows.  

The description of the importance of accumulation to gaining and maintaining 

power, and the general means through which the process has worked since 1992, enables 

us to locate the changing importance of land in politics. In particular, the new political 

strategies that emerged with electoral democracy contributed to a growth of demand for 

land by the Ghanaian ruling class. Following democratization, the level of finances 

sought for elections and personal wealth created an interest in exploitation of land and 

land-based resources. As Diamond describes it, ownership of land provides a security of 

social place for the bourgeoisie that aspires to international standards of living.426 Beyond 

that, land also provides a factional ruling class with assets that transcend the period in 

power.  

 

                                                             
426 Larry Diamond, "Class Formation in the Swollen African State," Journal of Modern African Studies 25, 
no. 4 (1987); Amponsah, "Clash over Alajo Toilet." 
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The Role of Land in ‘Political’ Accumulation 

The ruling class used its power to accumulate land both through direct access to 

state power, and, to a lesser extent, through the general land market when it was out of 

power. Presidential appointees, as well as public and civil servants, used their positions to 

gain preferential access to purchase public lands, in particular. The most widely discussed 

example of this is in the Cantonment, Ridge and Airport Residential areas of Accra. In 

1998, the government of Ghana adopted a policy to divest itself of prime public lands to 

increase housing density. Many officials purchased the plots at below the pro-rated value 

set by the Lands Valuation Board and even below the price quoted by the bidders.427 

Some officials purchased the plots and then resold them at high profit. The 2009 

Transitional Report noted that “certain persons” had “cheap access to plots” under the 

policy, naming 35 officials. It also questioned the suspension and delay of a bidding 

process related to development of those lands.428 Subsequently, the government of Ghana 

published a list of properties and individuals of the outgoing government to be 

investigated. The Transitional Report cites several more examples of public land being 

transferred to private individuals at below-market rates and even on a “protocol” process, 

for which no payment was required.  The Transitional Report reveals the most visible 

cases of use of political office to obtain valuable public lands, though more examples 

exist. 

 At the local level, district assemblies across Ghana engaged in the acquisition of 

land or the occupation without acquisition of land, often in alliance with the traditional 

                                                             
427 Transfer of Executive Assets Committee, ed., "Transition Report," (Accra: Republic of Ghana, 2009). 
428 Transfer of Executive Assets Committee, "Transition Report."  
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aristocracy. The district then mandated land use, and, in practice, often used land to build 

residences for district chief executives and/or other officials. However, land has also been 

sold to private individuals of the ruling-class faction in power as freehold property. The 

2009 Transitional Report expressed concern over the delayed payment of compensation 

by the state to the customary owners, non-utilization of acquired land, encroachment on 

acquired sites by non-state actors, and change of the use of the sites against the original 

purpose of the acquisition.429 Again, the 2009 Transition Report notes that Ministers of 

State allocated flats of the decentralized Affordable Housing Scheme to non-public 

servants and “suspected relatives” in several districts, despite the scheme’s objective of 

providing housing for middle and junior public servants.430  

Members of the ruling class also use the state indirectly to acquire land or ensure 

control over land by favored estate developers. Developers gain through various means 

from their proximity to those in state power. First, state officials assist favored real estate 

developers to obtain land or to ensure that infrastructure is built in areas acquired by that 

developer. Second, the justice system tends to rule in favor of members of the ruling 

faction. The Transitional Provisions, Part III, Article 7, dismantled the tribunals that had 

heard contentious land cases, following the completion of cases under review as of 1992. 

Since that time, one land litigation expert argued, the courts have continually made 

inroads in undermining stool and clan rights over communal land in their judgments.431 

Judges at the appeal level continually delays the cases, and judges move cases between 

                                                             
429 Ibid., 84. 
430 Transfer of Executive Assets Committee, "Transition Report," 38-9. 
431 Attorney, personal communication, Accra, 2006.  
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courts and cite questions over jurisdiction. In greater Accra, The Ga-Adangme Council 

sued the government of Ghana to regain control over three high-value properties in the 

capital city valued at over USD 50 million. The judge found in the state’s favor in all 

three cases. Members of the ruling-class faction in power have interests in these 

developments. The state transferred a high-value residential property to the Chief Justice 

shortly after the third judgment against the Ga-Adangme Council. In general, a public 

survey by the Center for Democracy and Development found that more than 50% of 

Ghanaians believed the courts to be corrupt, a perception deepened by the acquisition of a 

public plot of land at below-market rates by Chief Justice Georgina Wood.432  

Third, officials place pressure on the police and courts to release and refrain from 

prosecuting land guards. Complainants often testify that police have released land guards 

following phone calls from senior officials.  In one case, a regional police commander 

had a personal relationship with a land-guard organizer and directly ordered his 

release.433 A high-ranking police official confirmed that in some areas where members of 

the ruling party are involved in high-level land speculation, land guards who have been 

apprehended by the police are released before they are charged and no entries are made in 

the police records.434 He also noted that the practice had frustrated attempts at reducing 

armed robbery, as many land guards double as armed robbers once they are provided with 

a weapon and training.   

                                                             
432 Transfer of Executive Assets Committee, "Transition Report," 34. 
433 Senior official, Ghana Police Service, personal communication, Accra, 2007. The ACP was later 
investigated for his role in the disappearance of tons of cocaine from police custody, but was eventually 
reinstated pending completion of the investigation. 
434 Senior official of police, personal communication, 2008.  
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Fourth, members of the ruling-class factions also assist clients in obtaining land 

demarcated for public development. School lands provide one example. In a peri-urban 

Accra area, a high-level government official’s wife built a private school on a plot 

demarcated for a public school; after construction, no land remained upon which to 

provide a public school for local children. In other cases, individuals and developers 

acquired land and built between school buildings. For instance, a developer constructed 

buildings between a secondary school’s dormitory and administration block in New 

Aplaku in the Ga South District. Local authorities did not intervene.435  

Members of the ruling-class factions benefit in other ways, as well. Real estate 

companies donate money to the allied political party during elections and congresses. 

Developers also provide houses for party members to reside in during years out of office. 

Sympathetic chiefs offer land to defray the loss of access to state-fed accumulation in the 

ruling party’s out-of-power periods by transferring titled land temporarily as loan 

collateral for business, travel, school fees and, of course, electoral campaigns. Land 

thereby creates a “safety net” for the ruling class in the times during which they are out of 

power.  

The above information provides an overview, though not an exhaustive one, of 

the means through which members of the ruling-class factions use land for accumulation, 

in part to promote their political survival. The accumulation of land through the state also 

occurred under the NRC/SMC, as described in Chapter 3, followed by a decline during 

the early to mid-1980s. But, the scale of accumulation grew substantially after 1992, as 

                                                             
435 Emmanuel Bonney, "Encroached School Lands to Be Reclaimed: Ministry Assures," Daily Graphic, 25 
January 2010, 1. 
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the intense demand for land for accumulation by the ruling class shifted that land away 

from its use as an instrument to gain subaltern support. Also, the ruling class used land 

for more direct party activities than it had in the past. The change in strategy to patronage 

and the increased importance of accumulating wealth for political survival with 

democratization required a third strategy. The dismantling of the coercive force of the 

state became the element most critical to the process of gaining and maintaining power 

under the new electoral dispensation. This part of the strategy is discussed in the next 

section. 

 

Section 3. State Coercion and the Democratic Transition: Instruments 

of Institutional Weakness 

In Ghana, coercion has been a key element in the ruling-class strategy to gain and 

retain power as well as ensure that the favored ruling-class faction accumulates wealth 

and the rival faction is excluded. How did the transition to democratic rule shape the role 

for coercion in the ruling-class strategy? This question is important specifically because 

democracy is expected to curtail the use of state coercion for parochial interests and to 

establish security institutions protecting its constitutional norms. How does the African 

ruling class operationalize its strategy for factional power and accumulation within such a 

context?  

Democratic reformers in Ghana, predominantly though not exclusively from the 

rival ruling-class faction, demanded that the ruling party complete the democratic 

transition inaugurated with the 1992 election. More specifically, they sought institutional 
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reform that would eliminate the use of arbitrary power by state coercive institutions and 

create greater public accountability of the security services.436 The ruling-class factions 

appeared to reach some consensus that those occupying the government executive should 

not use state coercion to oppress or suppress rivals, to overturn constitutional rule, or to 

intervene in the accumulation of wealth. As such, intelligence and security institutions 

underwent reforms, albeit limited. However, the outcome had unexpected results, to 

which I turn my attention now. 

 

Reforming the Coercive Arm of the State 

The 1996 Intelligence and Security Service Act (Act 526) stands out as one of the 

first and most significant reforms of the security sector in Ghana, in addition to the 1992 

Constitution. The act nominally sought to regulate the activities of security and 

intelligence agencies in the country. The institutional reforms granted Parliament control 

of regulatory and operational oversight of intelligence agencies, including appointments, 

funding, and annual reporting on operations.437 Parliament also formally acquired control 

over the arms trade and regulation of arms and ammunition within the country.438  

Ultimately, the introduction of the Constitution and Act 526 fell short of bringing 

about real reform in security. In fact, changes made during the transition to electoral 

democracy – in particular, the dismantling of the “revolutionary bodies” – seemed to 

broaden the opportunity for instrumental use of state institutions for accumulation by the 

                                                             
436 Hutchful, "Pulling Back from the Brink: Ghana's Experience."  
437 Ibid. 
438 C. E. Agboton-Johnson, L. Adedeji and L. Mazal. “Small Arms Control in Ghana, Nigeria and Senegal,” 
West Africa Series, No. 2 (English) (London: International Alert, 2004). 
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ruling class. A brief discussion below of changes made with regard to specific security 

institutions and the consequences of those reforms highlights this point.  

 

The Ghana Police Service 

The police service became the primary body to ensure law and order with the 

transition to democracy, after years of military dominance in security. Parliament gained 

greater control over the police service, as well. Parliament became the sole authority to 

raise a police force under the 1992 Constitution. In addition, the Parliamentary Select 

Committee on Defence and Interior, as well as the standing committees on public 

accounts and finance, provide mechanisms for oversight of Police Service activities and 

spending. The 1970 Police Service Act (Act 350) that continued to stand after 1992 also 

stated that the police service is accountable to the Minister of the Interior and Parliament.  

The executive lost little control over the Police Service with the transition to 

democracy. The 1992 Constitution, Article 202 (3), vested in the President the power to 

appoint the Inspector General of Police and all persons “to hold or to act in an office in 

the Police Service.” The Constitution also granted the Vice President chairmanship of the 

Police Council and gave the President the right to appoint the majority of members on the 

Police Council, a body central to the procurement process. The constitutional provisions 

enabled the dominant ruling-class faction to exert control over the police service through 

appointments and dismissals, often along party lines.  

The police service deteriorated continually in the years after 1992, despite 

constitutional reform and increased democratic oversight. Indeed, Aning and Lartey point 
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out that Parliament has never demanded compliance or exercised such oversight.439 The 

executive submitted only one report to Parliament between 1996 and 2008, despite the 

fact that annual reports were to be mandatory. Moreover, the police service under 

“democratic governance” failed to meet the needs of the populace. Police service 

numbers fell to 14,412 between 1999 and 2001, an estimated drop of 23,000 police 

personnel,440 and the composition of employed police personnel became increasingly top 

heavy. 441 Recruitment standards also declined. The Criminal Investigations Division 

relied on forensic laboratories equipped during colonialism, some of which dated to the 

1920s.442 The state did not expand police services to new communities as the peri-urban 

areas and district capitals developed rapidly. In addition, new infrastructure and increased 

vehicle imports allowed greater road travel, but the police service failed to patrol the 

highways; armed “highwaymen” became a persistent threat to travelers. The U.S. State 

Department noted the elevated threat on its travel alert information for Ghana.  

The failures of the police service became increasingly apparent, but successive 

governments neglected the recommendations of the commissions of inquiry they 

initiated. The government did not respond to the 1997 Archer Report until May 1999, and 

then it failed to implement the report’s recommendations. A later 2001 government of 

Ghana commission to investigate lapses that led to the Accra Stadium Disaster443 charged 

                                                             
439 Ernest Lartey and Kwesi Aning, "Parliamentary Oversight of the Security Sectors: Lessons from 
Ghana," in Parliamentary Oversight of the Security Sector in West Africa: Security Sector Reform as 
Conflict Prevention? (New York: Center on International Cooperation, New York University, 2009). 
440 Aning, "An Overview of the Ghana Police Service."  
441 Hutchful, "Pulling Back from the Brink: Ghana's Experience." 
442 Security expert in the diplomatic corps, personal communication, Accra, October 2009. 
443 Police fired tear gas into a stadium of spectators at a football match on May 9, 2001 in Accra. The 
resulting stampede led to 126 deaths.  
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several police officers, but did not address substantive institutional weaknesses. The 

government argued that it had insufficient financial capacity to reform the service, but 

security experts responded that many recommendations required no financial outlay; 

instead, they blamed inadequate “political will” to strengthen the police.444  

Various reports seemed to suggest official acceptance of increasing 

commercialization of security forces to compensate for police failures, as did the 

government’s licensing of private security companies after 1992. Moreover, the 

privatization of police duties became increasingly common. So-called “monkey duty,” 

the engagement of police officers for private pay, soared, often under the direction of 

police commanders.445 This private use of public coercion, in turn, further undermined 

the authority of the police service. Briefly stated, democratic reforms did not lead to 

improvement in maintenance of law and order by a civilian-controlled police force; they 

enabled those with resources to use state force and authority for private ends instead.  

 

Military: The Ghana Armed Forces  

The changes in the Ghana Armed Forces mirrored those taking place in the police 

service. The Constitution of the Fourth Republic reinstated the civil command of earlier 

constitutional regimes. As in the case of the Police Council, Article 211 of the 1992 

Constitution gave the Vice President chairmanship of the Armed Forces Council, a 

position with influence over contracts and procurements. The Constitution also granted 

                                                             
444 Aning, "An Overview of the Ghana Police Service."; Hutchful, "Pulling Back from the Brink: Ghana's 
Experience." 
445 Albert K.  Salia, "No More 'Monkey Duties'," Daily Graphic, 26 January 2010, 31. 
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the President control over the appointment of officers and commissions. This gave the 

executive extensive control over the Armed Forces. Parliament also had the ability to 

hold the Armed Forces accountable through use of standing and select committees.  

Parliament continually failed to utilize its role as overseer of the military, even in 

the area of spending.  Parliament has tended to vote according to the demands of the 

executive and along party lines, according to security scholar Aning.446 The emphasis on 

the military for domestic security declined initially, and defense spending decreased from 

137 million US dollars in 1998 to 121 million US dollars in 1999. The budgetary 

allocation for defense also declined from 57 million US dollars in 1999 to 45 million US 

dollars in 2000.447 However, spending for external military missions gained support. In 

2003, parliament approved USD 55 million for acquisition of equipment and helicopters 

for UN peacekeeping operations in the Democratic Republic of Congo. It is interesting to 

note that the original cost estimate was less than half that amount, at USD 19,645,600.448 

The lack of special staff and training for the parliamentary committees and loss of 

institutional memory resulting from electoral turnover of Members of Parliament have 

been cited as a possible reason for the inadequate oversight, 449though this cannot 

adequately explain the glaring gaps in oversight of military spending and activities.  

Clearly, patronage politics spilled over into the military after 1992, as it had under 

the NRC during Acheampong’s authoritarian rule. For instance, following each change in 

ruling party in power, the dominant ruling-class faction reassigned senior military 

                                                             
446 Aning, "Parliamentary Oversight of the Security Sectors: Lessons from Ghana." 
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448 Lartey and Aning, "Parliamentary Oversight of the Security Sectors: Lessons from Ghana." 
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officers suspected to be sympathetic with the outgoing faction to undesirable posts. 

Political pressure led to other resignations after each election. In the wake of the 2000 

election, the new President of Ghana appointed his brother, a career medical doctor, to 

the position of Defense Minister, despite the brother’s lack of knowledge about the 

cabinet department to which he’d been assigned. Such appointments contributed to the 

politicization of the military.   

Again, the democratization of oversight of the Armed Forces did not lead to 

improvement in service. Like the police, military personnel began to engage in private 

security “contracts,” while they were in uniform and utilizing military vehicles, 

equipment and weapons. The involvement of the police and the military in armed 

exchanges over land and natural resources enabled those with access to financial and state 

power to subdue local populations and gain greater control.  

 

Dismantling the revolutionary bodies  

The “revolutionary bodies” had acted as mechanisms for accountability in the 

police service and to a lesser extent in the military during the PNDC period, reporting 

perceived conflicts and official corruption to the national security bodies. However, 

opponents of the PNDC (and later NDC) argued that the CDR had been a tool for human 

rights abuses, and, therefore, that it should not be allowed to continue as a state institution 

under democracy. Members of the dominant ruling faction did not reject demands to 

terminate the institution, perhaps because they were also threatened by the influence of 
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the CDR among subaltern classes and the investigative capacity of the NIC. As such, 

dismantling the revolutionary bodies began soon after the democratization.  

While at the time of the 1992 election, the CDR continued to function in 

cooperation with district government structures, and as part of the coercive apparatus, 

they were omitted in the 1992 Constitution and the revised Local Government Act 1993 

(Act 462). The national security institutions also began to ignore reports submitted by 

district organizing assistants (OA), according to those interviewed. The Confiscated 

Assets Committee began to return properties to former owners as part of democratic 

reconciliation, and CDRs in state-owned buildings acquired through confiscations closed. 

The CDR central office at the seat of government also closed. Most CDR offices had 

ceased to operate by the 1996 election. The CDRs responded to the changes by 

converting to a non-governmental organization under the name Association of the 

Committees for the Defense of the Revolution (ACDR). The dismantling of the CDR 

became more aggressive after the party-in-power changeover in 2000. Functionaries of 

the new government raided the remaining CDR offices, seizing and burning files. Former 

cadres of the CDR all noted that they felt trepidation about discussing the official 

activities that they had participated in prior to 1992, and many hid remaining files 

following the 2000 election. 

The state formed no institution in the wake of the democratization exercise to 

replace the CDR in maintaining law and order and in arbitrating disputes at the local 

level. Parliament briefly discussed the “vacuum” created by the dissolution of the CDRs 

after 1992, following violence between football fans in Ghana and bordering La Cote d’ 
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Ivoire on 1st November 1993. Parliamentarians commented on the problems created by 

the absence of the CDR at the border crossings and on the need to create stations for the 

police service where the CDRs used to monitor the borders.450 In addition, no subsequent 

institution used the Head of Family Accountability Act, which the CDR had used 

successfully to manage communally owned property, to arbitrate or argue land or land-

based resource cases following the dismantling of the CDR. Nor did the state seek to 

replace the position the CDR had held in the district-level security body. Ultimately, 

those in control of the state never filled the gaps created by the dismantling of the CDR.  

 

Investigative Intelligence Bodies: Transformation of the NIC into the SFO 

The National Investigations Committee also continued its active pursuit of 

ongoing economic fraud cases after 1992, but it began to close operations in 1993 and 

1994. This followed the Transitional Provisions, Part IV, Article 12, which ordered that 

any cases pending before the NIC and the Office of the Revenue Commissioners could 

not be completed until the reports were submitted or until the institution was dissolved in 

law.  

Unlike the CDR institution, former public servants of NIC insisted that a body be 

established to address economic fraud, as had been done in countries such as the United 

Kingdom.451 The Parliament gazetted the Serious Fraud Office Bill in July 1993, and then 

began readings and debates in October of the same year. The factions of the ruling class 

                                                             
450 Parliament of the Republic of Ghana, "The Parliament of Ghana, Third Meeting," Parliamentary Debates 
(Accra: Ghana Publishing Corporation, 1993). 
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debated the creation of the SFO more than any other bill before the Parliament in the 

transition to democracy. The party in power invited the opposition parties to Parliament 

to debate the bill, as those parties had boycotted the Parliamentary elections and had no 

representation in Parliament. The opponents to the bill argued that the newly elected 

executive would use the SFO to abuse citizens and seize property arbitrarily.452 The 

ruling-class faction in power responded with a massive public-education and propaganda 

exercise on the bill,453 noting a rise in embezzlement and fraud and enumerating the 

                                                             
452 "This Business of Serious Fraud," Ghanaian Chronicle, September 27 - October 2, 1993, 3.; "The 
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institutional requirements needed to arrest the problem.454 The coverage of the debate 

over the SFO in the media remains unprecedented.  

Parliament eventually passed an amended version of the SFO Bill, which 

President Rawlings quickly signed. The state then dissolved the National Investigations 

Committee before the new Serious Fraud Office was established and resourced. 

Moreover, the SFO that resulted had substantially decreased investigative power and 

heightened partisan oversight compared to NIC. Investigative officers would attempt to 

build cases only to be blocked by ministers of state with greater authority, who would use 

such methods as stalling the release of the budget to prevent investigations. Indeed, the 

SFO had little of the authority and independence of the preceding NIC, and it has 

produced few substantial cases of corruption by officials. 

 

Regional and District-Level Security Institutions 

The Security and Intelligence Agencies Act (526) of 1996 also established 

regional and district security councils responsible for “implementing government policies 

on security of the state and attendant issues on or relating to the internal and external 

security of the State and to provide for related matters.”455  The act sought to decentralize 

conflict prevention, management and resolution, from national to regional and district 

levels. However, the composition of such bodies undermined the effectiveness of the 
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institutions. The DCE is in effect the head of the DISEC and the regional minister of 

REGSEC. The Office of the President appoints the DCEs and the regional ministers. In 

practice, therefore, the dominant faction of the ruling class appoints heads of the national, 

regional and district-level security institutions, and the members of those security 

institutions report to those who have appointed them. Through these appointments, 

parochial interests can be pursued and threats to security ignored according to personal 

and party interests. This composition of the decentralized security apparatus has 

deepened the partisan nature of local conflicts and has favored local power brokers. It is 

not surprising that the composition of these regional and local security bodies also creates 

the opportunity for accumulation and extends the scope for creating and reproducing 

patronage relationships.  

 

Intended and Unintended Consequences of “Democratizing” Security: The decline of 

security and the increased private use of coercion  

Scholars and security experts have noted that a relationship appears to exist 

between democratic transitions and decreased security,456 though these experts have 

identified a correlation but not the causal link between democratization and security 

decline.   For its part, the UN Office on Drugs and Crime expressed alarm over the 

“spread of violence in West Africa [that] occurred simultaneously with the growth of 

                                                             
456 See for instance, Bruce Magnusson, "Democratization and Domestic Insecurity: Navigating the 
Transition in Benin," Comparative Politics 33, no. 2 (2001). 
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democracy.”457 Ghana was no exception to this proliferation of violence. An overview of 

the figures provides an adequate illustration. Crime levels increased between 1991 and 

1996: murder increased by 70 per cent, assault by 76 per cent, and theft and robbery 

nearly doubled.458 An outbreak of ethnic violence over land and traditional paramountcy 

in 1994 led to thousands of deaths, displaced more than 100,000 people, and resulted in 

massive destruction of property.459 According to Hutchful, violence was becoming 

“endemic” in Ghana, while private security companies were “flourishing.”460 Armed-

robbery cases went from 311 in 1999 to 777 in 2001, with 447 reported in the first eight 

months of 2002.461 Armed community-based watch groups began patrolling in voluntary 

shifts, mounting roadblocks to search vehicles and apprehending armed robbers. 

Commercial private security services became commonplace and were used by private 

citizens and industry to protect property in the absence of an effective state coercive 

system.  

Apart from violent and property crime, official corruption is perceived to be on 

the rise. Surveys conducted in 2006 by the non-governmental organizations Center for 

Democracy and Development and the Ghana Integrity Initiative suggest that public 

perception of corruption has increased in recent years. Over half of Ghanaians polled 

believe the Presidency is corrupt, 60 per cent believe corruption has worsened, and 82 per 

cent of public officials believe corruption to be more prevalent today than it was only 
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three years ago.462 A Ghanaian scholar noted that the state has taken no effective reforms 

to address corruption, while public official asset declarations remain secret and 

inaccessible to the public.463 He was equally critical of the appointment of a “‘corruption 

czar’ with close and familial ties”, referring to the establishment of an Office of 

Accountability at the Office of the President under the NPP;464the appointed head of the 

zero-tolerance policy on corruption was the wife of a senior policy advisor and mother of 

a close presidential aide. 

The vast increase in the flow of weapons into Ghana and in the domestic 

manufacture of weapons highlights the threat of a weakened security sector. International 

Alert warned of a flood of weapons into Ghana from neighboring conflicts in the region 

and “leakages” from the state armory onto the black market. 465 Largely uncontrolled 

licensed importation also contributes to the proliferation of weapons in the country. A 

2003 report found five major licensed companies importing an average of 20,000 

firearms annually.466 At the same time, state officials have turned away from licensing 

importers, a process that could enable greater scrutiny, and have begun to grant approval to 

individuals to import weaponry.467 In any case, established procedures for importation, 

storage, supervision and distribution of arms and ammunition are not followed.468 

Imports offer only one source for weapons. Domestic production of guns in 

Ghana has grown increasingly sophisticated and contributes significantly to the number 
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of weapons in the sub-region. Early projections that 35,000 to 40,000 guns were locally 

manufactured appears to have been underestimates, as thousands of cells throughout the 

country manufacture specific parts, which are then assembled by other cells that lack only 

the ability to produce ammunition.469 A UN report cites reports that weapons made in 

Ghana have been retrieved across West Africa.470 International Alert has noted that the 

low value of Ghana’s currency gives the producers a comparative advantage in the 

region; this encourages Ghana to become a net supplier of guns in the region.471   

It is not surprising that each government since 1992 has failed to develop an 

effective program to stem the growing arms industry. State attempts to control production 

and decrease the number of weapons in circulation have been weak. A voluntary firearms 

collection by the police service in 2001, which was aimed at retrieving 40,000 small arms 

and weapons, collected only 2,000, 472 and further arms-recovery attempts in 2004 

recovered only several hundred weapons.473 Government policy on firearms remains 

unclear, and the Arms and Ammunition Inventory Committee, which is overseen by the 

Parliament, continually fails to insist on accountability of the executive.  

The limited examination of security lapses above suggests more than a lack of 

political will to strengthen security. Rather, the analysis highlights the instrumental use of 

the reforms made to the coercive services in the strategy to control formal and informal 
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means of accumulation and to build patronage networks. The institutions of the coercive 

arm of the state underwent some form of democratization, but the result was effectively 

the privatization of coercion. The state under democracy no longer maintained a 

monopoly on the use of coercion, as members of the ruling class, the traditional 

aristocracy and private companies effectively mobilized elements of the state security 

services for private ends and armed their own militias with little hindrance from the state. 

This private use of coercion became critical to primitive accumulation in land and land-

based natural resources. How did the changes in the coercive arm of the state under an 

electoral democracy contribute to the shift toward greater violence in land relations? We 

return to the central questions of the dissertation below to understand the consequences of 

the shifts in strategy that followed the new electoral means of accessing power and the 

bitter struggle for accumulation. 

 

Section 4. Land Relations and Democratization: the Emergence of a 

Violent Land Sales Market.  

The land market grew at an unprecedented rate from the 1990s onward. Disputes 

over land in the late 1980s and early 1990s concentrated largely around the largest urban 

centers, primarily Accra. Unchecked, the problem grew to be nationwide, such that by 

2009, encroachment and disputes plagued most regional capitals and some district 

capitals. 474 The Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping Training Centre, in Accra, 

                                                             
474 GNA, “Residents of Zuarungu and Tongo-Beo Clash Over Land,” January 25, 2005. Accessed at: 
http://www.modernghana.com/news/70742/1/residents-of-zuarungu-and-tongo-beo-clash-over-lan.html. 



231 
 

  

assessed the capacity of the state to deal with chieftaincy and land disputes in 2005.475 

The research team found low- to medium-level-intensity conflicts over land in all the 

regions of Ghana studied. Ultimately, the document warned that given the lack of ability 

by state institutions to handle the conflicts amid the proliferation of small arms in Ghana, 

human security was being undermined. The report further stated that more than 60,000 

land-related cases were pending before the Supreme Court. Indeed, encroachment on both 

communal and public land had become so pervasive by 2009 that even the armed forces 

had lost all but two acres of the 482 acres allocated to it for military use.476 The media 

and public widely, but anonymously, blamed public officials. The transition to 

democratization paralleled this growth in land transfers and in disputes. Previous chapters 

have shown that historically the political strategy of the dominant ruling-class faction 

shaped land relations. How did the transition to electoral democracy alter land relations? 

How did the subaltern classes react to their changing position in land relations? 

 

Ruling Class: Factional and Personal Accumulation 

Why did the growth in a land market lead to greater, more destructive violence? 

Why did democracy not lead to more secure property rights? To answer these key 

questions, it is necessary to re-examine how the ruling class asserted control over land. 

The interrelated processes of economic and political liberalization accelerated the process 

of commodification in the land market. After 1992, land increasingly became a means for 

                                                             
475 Kwesi E. Aning, "Chieftancy, Land Conflicts and Conflict Resolution Mechanisms in Ghana" (Accra: 
Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping Training Centre, 2005). 
476 Emmanuel Adu-Gyamerah, "Armed Forces Recruitment Resumes: 46,124 Apply," Daily Graphic, 
February 5,  2010, 1. 
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the ruling class to accumulate wealth and secure an income, at least a portion of which 

could be sustained outside of state power. Land and housing ceased to be issues around 

which the dominant faction of the ruling class sought to galvanize subaltern support, as 

had occurred under the PNDC. The ruling-class factions no longer had an interest in 

ensuring that subaltern classes could exercise control over customary land and hold the 

traditional aristocracy to account for land allocations and revenue. Instead, they sought to 

have land allocated to favored clients among their own factions. In short, land came to be 

a wealth-building commodity for furthering political interests.  

The dominant class gained control over resources primarily through state power; 

thus, its   ruling faction could ensure that its own people benefitted from land 

transactions. Officials, from the highest executive and ministerial levels to lowly civil 

servants, created and then continually manipulatedthe weak institutions that enabled them 

to appropriate land. Bureaucratic strategies included drafting but not finalizing planning 

documents, non-enforcement of zoning regulations, and manipulation of the cumbersome 

titling process. In the courts, administrators and judges slowed down cases, transferred 

cases repeatedly, and, ultimately, shaped court outcomes to suit the ruling class. Ruling-

class factions exacerbated chieftaincy disputes as each faction aligned with chieftaincy 

factions. The Office of the Stool Land Administrator refused to disperse royalties 

collected by the institution on all titled lands to stools where chieftaincy disputes existed. 

National and local government institutions compulsorily acquired land, withheld 

compensation, and then re-sold the public lands to private individuals and commercial 

developers, particularly those who aligned themselves with the dominant faction of the 
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ruling class. Critically, the ruling class enabled the privatization of state coercion, which 

only those with resources could mobilize to appropriate and defend land. The ruling-class 

strategy utilized the state institutions to accumulate wealth through land and land-based 

resources, in part to gain and retain power. 

Parliament debated the issue of “land guardism” in 1998, following media 

coverage of violence in one case in which the President intervened. However, Parliament 

did not initiate any legislation to halt the emergence of the land militias. The police 

service revisited the issue of land violence and formally established a unit in 2006 to 

address land guards.477 The unit did not accomplish the publicly stated goal, and many 

police officials seemed unaware of its existence. In short, the official state response to the 

rise of land violence remained limited and ineffective. 

In most cases, the ruling-class factions responded to organized resistance to land 

appropriation through deploying state and private violence, or through dividing or co-

opting youth and other associations. For instance, the La Youth Association objected to 

the state constructing residential properties to be used by dignitaries attending an African 

Union conference in Accra on La land. The association went to the La Wireless area with 

customary asafo companies to protest and attempt to halt work. The police stopped the 

protest and dispersed the participants. Moreover, the ruling class sought to divide youth 

associations based on party affiliation, and then financed each faction’s press 

conferences, media coverage, and in some cases, land-related violence. In one example, 

the youth split along party and ruling-class faction lines in a dispute over revenues from 

                                                             
477 Mary Mensah, "Police Set up Land Fraud Unit," Daily Graphic, April 18, 2006, 3. 
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the recreational Labadi Beach. The dominant faction in power issued a legislative 

instrument to give the Ghana Tourist Board (GTB) control over the recreational area. The 

GTB in turn began selling plots on the beach. The two youth associations engaged in a 

number of violent clashes. The association that eventually emerged victorious, 

determined by the party in power, failed to account for the revenue collected. The overlap 

of party/MP/DCE interests and factional disputes over land are common. The more 

commonly cited disputes over land of this nature include the current violence in Bawku 

between the Mamprusi and Kusasi, and that between the Konkomba and Nanumba that 

occurred in the 1990s. In these cases and in numerous others, the state failed to halt 

violence over land, because that would have contradicted the interests of the ruling-class 

factions.  

 

Traditional Aristocracy: Constrained Reassertion of Power 

The nature of the complex landholding patterns in Ghana, in which the majority 

of land is stool land, required that the ruling class form an alliance with chiefs and other 

members of the traditional aristocracy to access land. This relationship became possible 

through an increased role for traditional leaders in local government following the 

transition to democracy. The changes increased the power of the traditional aristocracy 

over the subaltern classes, most notably in land and land-based resources.478 In turn, the 

ruling-class factions aligned with members of the traditional aristocracy to access, and 

                                                             
478 A distinction should be made between higher-ranked chiefs and customary officials, such as paramount, 
and those of lower, divisional and sub-divisional ranks. Many chiefs of lower ranks share similar socio-
economic indicators with the subaltern classes and do not benefit from links to state officials.  
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prevent ruling-class rivals from accessing, the land and land-based resources. The 

constitutional institutions seemingly aimed to regulate the affairs of the traditional 

aristocracy only deepened the traditional aristocracy’s ability to allocate resources to the 

ruling class; it may be noted that the aristocracy’s ability to allocate land for foreign 

investment in mineral- resource exploitation also increased. The constitutional and legal 

position of chiefs following 1992 contributed to deteriorating land relations and local 

security. 

 The traditional aristocracy increasingly engaged in struggles over land and land 

revenues after1992. A 2005 Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping Training Centre 

security study found that the 1992 Constitution muddied the waters on resource use and 

revenue allocation. It stipulated a division of royalties, with a percentage going to the 

stool. However, the study points out that “the stool” remained undefined. Subjects took 

the position that “the stool” means “the people,” a view that appears consistent with 

historical views on communal resource ownership. The traditional aristocracy, for its 

part, has put forward a number of arguments. Members of the traditional aristocracy 

argue that they hold the land in trust for their subjects and ensure that land sales benefit 

those subjects. They also claim that they must sell the land quickly, before the state 

appropriates it for public purposes without compensating them. Chiefs further point to the 

need for land revenue to compensate for the high cost of customary duties and palace 

maintenance. One chief interviewed in the greater Accra region noted that he used land 

revenue to pay for the electricity on a streetlight located near his palace so that his 
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subjects would have light.479 The Ngleshie Alata Youth Association, whose patron is the 

paramount chief of James Town, argued that it ensures land is leased and not sold, that 

leases are 50 years rather than 99, and that ground rents are regularly collected by the 

stool.480 However, few paramount or divisional chiefs bother are accountable to their 

subjects on land revenues or try to convince them that the revenue money is being spent 

to their benefit.  

The traditional aristocracy’s lack of accountability tends to be ignored by the 

government. The state argues that problems in land relations derive from chieftaincy 

conflicts and says that it cannot interfere in chieftaincy affairs, despite its maintenance of 

a state Ministry of Chieftaincy and Culture. At the same time, high-ranking chiefs control 

the customary authorities who deliberate on issues of de-stoolment, including those 

relating to mismanagement of land and land revenues, insulating themselves from 

destoolment challenges. Furthermore, disputing chiefs use links with state officials to 

provide coercive force when they are under threat, mobilizing the police officially to 

prevent or disband public gatherings inimical to their interests, and mobilizing them 

unofficially, i.e. in off-duty operations, to defend control over resources. Finally, chiefs 

also use links to public officials and members of ruling-class factions to protect their 

armed “retainers” from arrest and prosecution. In short, the position of dominance of the 

traditional aristocracy in relation to stool subjects grew with democracy, as the ruling 

class sought an alliance to promote patronage and accumulation. It is ironic that the 

paramount chiefs’ strength is being further solidified by official recognition and financial 

                                                             
479 Divisional Ga chief, personal communication, Accra, May 2006. 
480 Ngleshi Alata Youth Association, personal communication, Accra, May 2006.  
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support from donor agencies, such as the World Bank, to increase the capacity of chiefs 

to manage the social capital needed to promote pro-poor development.  

 

Subaltern Classes: Lost power, lost land and the new “retainers”  

The subaltern classes largely lost control over land during the period following 

the democratic transition. The constitution granted the “traditional authority,” i.e. the 

traditional aristocracy, rather than the stool subjects, control over land. Stool subjects 

privately objected to the interpretation of their customs, but, as discussed above, they 

lacked a means of redress. In addition, increased emphasis on titling excluded many 

subalterns who lacked the resources to process land leases.481 The traditional aristocracy 

regained power over the lands and the land revenues with the assistance of ruling class 

allies. 

In addition to the Constitution, the new “justice system” also disadvantaged the 

subaltern classes. First, the court system appeared to act in the interests of the dominant 

faction in power. For instance, the Ga-Adangbe Council engaged prominent lawyers to 

attempt to regain control over high-value properties in Accra. Yet the state gave a judge 

at the highest level a valuable public property following three judgments he made against 

the Ga-Adangme Council.482 Second, the traditional aristocracy formed its own courts to 

hear issues relating to chiefs and claims on stool lands, but the chiefs and other members 

                                                             
481 Youth organizer, personal communication, Accra, June 2006. He pointed out that those with money 
could “fast-track” the titling process, whereas those who sought to pay only the required official fees often 
lost their land before the processing was finished. 
482 Leading member of the Ga/Adangbe Council and Council attorney, personal communication, May 2007. 
The three cases covered the properties of Granada Hotel, airport city land, and Bubuashie Wireless.  
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of the traditional aristocracy controlled these institutions to such an extent that stool 

subjects could not use them to pursue their interests. Third, the Head of Family 

Accountability Act, which had provided the subaltern classes with a tool to seek redress 

when the traditional aristocracy abused power and mismanaged land or land revenues, 

was ignored after the ruling class dismantled the CDR structure. Fourth, the withdrawal 

of the tribunals and the CDR Committees for Arbitration meant that subaltern classes had 

to pursue their cases in the courts – a course of action largely outside their reach, as they 

could not afford the payment of lawyers and court fees. Again, stool subjects complained 

privately that they could not “afford justice.” The ruling class instituted various initiatives 

for local-level arbitration, but this process was often controlled by members of the ruling 

class or by chiefs, and it failed to address the imbalance.  

The decentralization process did not support the interests of the subaltern classes in land, 

despite the requirement for representation of local vulnerable groups. As discussed above, 

DCEs and other local officials often use their positions to acquire land; sometimes they 

use their power to compel acquisitions. In addition, district assemblies have not enforced 

adherence to planning and zoning. Rather, departments under the district assemblies grant 

permits that directly violate zoning, allowing for buildings in waterways and for 

commercial properties in residential areas. In one representative case, farmers formed an 

association in an attempt to prevent the local government from reclaiming land and 

ejecting them following the local government’s decision to re-zone the area for 

residential purposes.483 The residents’ association objected to the transfer of the land to a 

                                                             
483 Rose Hayford Darko, "Community 21 Residents Warn Tdc," Daily Graphic, February 19, 2010, 29. 
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private developer by the “elite class,” and farmers provided documentation that named 

the government officials who had benefitted from the transfer. The government 

responded merely to confirm that those who had been granted the land for agricultural 

purposes would be ejected. Local subaltern classes have been unable to hold district 

assemblies and DCEs accountable. Moreover, the subaltern classes lacked a means to 

defend their lands, as the struggle for land became more violent. Dismantling the CDR 

and restructuring the district and regional security institutions created a gap in 

representation for the subaltern classes. The private use of the police and military by the 

ruling class to acquire land overwhelmed the subaltern classes. Police did not investigate 

or pursue complaints by members of the subaltern classes about harassment and violence 

perpetrated by land guards; the police did not even register such complaints in station 

logs.484 In the example of Weija, near Accra, land guards continually harass local 

subaltern classes and extort money and building materials from those attempting to build 

in the area, despite repeated complaints to the local and regional police.485 Members of 

the traditional aristocracy also use the threat of “juju” to intimidate subjects.486 

Members of the subaltern classes initially attempted to defend their lands 

physically as those lands began to be sold by the chiefs or clan heads. In the example of 

Ablekuma, the local village attempted to resist interference by two policemen on 

“monkey duties,” eventually killing the policemen. The police service responded by 

burning the village and arresting nearly all the males. Ultimately, however, the subaltern 

                                                             
484 Former regional police commander and current senior official of the Ghana Police Service, personal 
communication, Accra, June 2006. 
485 Division Ga chief, personal communications, Accra, 2006 and 2007. 
486 Community leader, Bukom, personal communications, Accra, May 2006. 
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classes cannot access weapons equal to those of the “off-duty” police and soldiers, or 

those of land guards. The price on the black market of shotguns ranged between $500 and 

$1,000 in 2007, and that of locally manufactured pistols hovered around $300 in 2010.487 

Some land guards also use expensive and difficult to access AK-47s and grenades.488 The 

cost of a violent confrontation with the land guards and private-hire state security officers 

is too high for the subaltern classes to absorb. 

The extreme poverty and high unemployment besieging subaltern classes 

contributed to their recruitment as “retainers,”489 or land guards. At present, no official 

figure exists for the numbers of land guards, though interviews with land developers and 

members of the traditional aristocracy suggest it may be as high as the tens of thousands. 

For instance, most paramount chiefs have “youth associations,” many of which act as 

land guards under the guise of customary asafo groups. In another example, one land 

developer estimated that one land guard group in the Greater Accra Region, the “United 

Nations,” has “retained” approximately 6,000 land guards.490 Land-guard groups may 

receive from a few hundred dollars per day to thousands of dollars per month, as well as 

plots of land, illegal drugs, weapons and vehicles, to provide their services. Land guards 

also receive protection from legal prosecution, as the contracting party will provide 

                                                             
487 Former regional police commander and current senior official of the Ghana Police Service, personal 
communication, May 2007. 
488 Youth organizer, personal communication, Accra, June 2006. 
489 Some members of the traditional aristocracy refer to their land guards as “retainers.” Alternatively, they 
may be referred to as customary “asafo groups,” though the guards may not be stool subjects and, therefore, 
would not be considered part of a customary asafo company associated with the stool.  
490 The name United Nations originated from the multi-ethnic nature of this “umbrella” group of land 
guards. 
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lawyers and links to public officials who can manipulate the security and judicial 

institutions. 

The subculture that has developed amongst land guards reflects the increasingly 

violent nature of the struggle over land. Guards undergo training in handling weapons, 

and groups form a loose structural hierarchy. Regular group meetings are not uncommon. 

Guards also display a distinct style of dress and ritual and adopt individual and group 

names based on violent action films. By the mid-2000s teenagers began to be recruited. 

The increasing organizational level of land guards has not altered the client-patron 

relationship. Groups do not appear to have sought to be independent of a patron or to 

challenge the power of patrons. 

To conclude, subalterns periodically launched violent attacks on chiefs, local 

government officials or private buyers of land, but most kept their objections quiet. Few 

subaltern groups now attempt to confront the ruling class over the rapid commodification 

and skewed land market. Subaltern classes are unable to assert their interests in a context 

in which the dominant faction of the ruling class controls the courts, land administration, 

and coercive bodies, in addition to manipulating the traditional aristocracy. Ultimately, 

the ruling class remains stronger than the peasant class, particularly when private force 

determines control over land. 

 

Conclusion: Central Questions of the Dissertation 

The processes of economic and political liberalization contributed to the violent 

nature of the land market that appeared in Ghana in the 1990s. We turn our attention 
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again to the central questions of the dissertation: how did the ruling-class use land in its 

strategy to access and retain power? Who benefitted from the changing relations in land, 

and who was excluded?  

The PNDC faction of the ruling class had largely succeeded in containing 

violence over land during the 1980s, because it sought to build a base among the 

subaltern classes. The elections of 1992 suggest that it did succeed in building strong 

support amongst the rural dwellers and the urban poor, with the exception of the Ashanti 

region.491 Having secured this base, it could then use land as a means of accumulation, 

rather than as a tool to gain rural support. 

  The transition to democracy signaled a change in strategy across the ruling-class 

factions to gain and retain power. Elections required the factions to gather votes from 

loyal followers and swing voters. Patronage emerged as the predominant method to 

obtain votes and reproduce voter loyalty. The electoral democracy meant that the 

patronage system had to be maintained both by the dominant faction in power and by the 

faction out of power. Elections also proved increasingly costly. In short, the ruling-class 

factions sought sources to accumulate wealth that would enable them to finance elections 

and patron-client relations, both while in and out of power.  

The ruling class also controlled the process of democratization. The PNDC had 

agreed to democratize primarily following external, donor pressure and not internal 

demands from subaltern classes. This enabled it to create new institutions, and 

promulgate the 1992 Constitution, in a way that would further its interests Both factions 

                                                             
491 Nugent, Big Men, Small Boys. 
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of the ruling class reached some consensus on the institutions that emerged during the 

democratization process, most notably the security and intelligence arm of the state.  

Private coercion became important to the process of ruling-class accumulation. 

The dominant faction of the ruling class could not directly use the coercive institutions to 

appropriate land and land-based resources, nor could it mobilize these institutions to 

suppress the rival faction. The newly reformed security apparatus was weak institutions 

and contributed to foster the private use of the state’s coercive institutions as well as of 

private militias. The changes to security associated with democratization had unintended 

negative effects, such as increasing crime, violence and corruption. In the land sector, the 

ruling class hired off-duty personnel of the state security institutions and private land 

guards, which often overlapped with customary asafo companies and private security 

companies. The ruling class contracted and equipped these private coercive forces to 

assist it in appropriating land.   

Local party patrons and the traditional aristocracy became increasingly involved 

in local disputes, mobilizing political linkages with security and other institutions to 

bolster their positions. The deepening of patronage-based politics fed tensions and 

violence over land and land-based natural resources, including diamonds, gold, salt, and 

timber.  

The shift away from supporting subaltern interests in land inevitably led to 

peasants losing control over land and its resources. Changes to the institutions that 

regulated the traditional aristocracy, which put the chiefs in charge of customary justice, 

reduced the ability of stool and clan subjects to contest land allocations and to demand 
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accountability for land and resources revenues. The dismantling of the CDR structure that 

had provided local arbitration on land and housing issues left the subaltern classes with 

no means to resolve disputes. By using violence and patronage the ruling class 

undermined subaltern attempts to confront the state and private developers. Contrary to 

the expected outcomes, democracy led to the increasing exclusion of subaltern classes 

from control over customary lands.  

The sections above have argued that the transition to democracy changed both the 

means to access power and accumulate wealth, and the ways in which the coercive arm of 

the state could be used by ruling-class factions. The transition to democracy contributed 

in multiple ways to the changes in land relations and the increasingly violent nature of 

disputes in the land market. The struggle between the factions of the ruling class to 

consolidate political and economic power appeared more prominently following 

democratization. The factions no longer sought to build a substantial alliance with the 

subaltern classes based on issues such as land. Instead, the factions dominated the lower 

classes, subsuming them in patron-client relationships and subduing them with the power 

of state and private coercion. At the same time, the ruling-class factions subordinated the 

subaltern classes through the patron-client relationship. While conflicts over land had 

been part of Ghana’s political history, the overlay of electoral politics onto pre-existing 

and contemporary disputes contributed to increasingly violent land relations. 
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Chapter 6. Answering the Questions on Ghana’s Land 

Violence 

"What greater grief than the loss of one's native land."  

- Euripides 

 

This dissertation posed the following fundamental questions: What caused land 

violence to escalate in Ghana? How are land relations changing? Who benefits by and 

who is excluded from this process of change? Why does the state fail to stop the growth 

of violence over land that poses a political threat? Land is a central locus of class 

relations in the politics of Ghana; therefore, the dissertation uses a class analysis to 

examine three primary components of political strategy across different historical periods.  

It examines the role of land in ruling-class strategies to gain power and accumulate 

resources, and it explores various forms of coercion used to implement those strategies. 

The analysis provides answers to the core questions and attempts to formulate 

explanations more satisfactory than those provided by other approaches. To conclude, 

this chapter begins by briefly comparing historical periods in each area of analysis. The 

next section, in order to provide greater clarity, addresses the secondary questions of the 

research. This chapter concludes the dissertation by highlighting the contributions of the 

research to broader debates, to applications of the research to policy, and to suggestions 

for future inquiries on land disputes and conflicts.  
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Section 1. Review of Case and Comparative Analysis 

Means of gaining power 

Ghana’s case suggests that the accepted means to gain and retain power influence the 

nature of land relations. These factors also shape the character and degree of violence that 

occurs in disputes over land.  In the two periods of authoritarian rule studied, the coup 

d’etat was not only the primary means of acquiring, but also of losing power and land. 

What varied between the two periods was the ruling class faction’s strategy to retain 

dominance.  

Briefly, the National Redemption Council/Supreme Military Council regime used 

a patronage strategy that relied on ensuring the loyalty of senior military and government 

officials. The ruling class expected the chiefs to deliver support from the subaltern 

classes. The ruling class faction in power appropriated communally owned land and 

attempted to control reallocation of stool lands. To do this, it aligned with the favored 

chiefs and encouraged allocation that would benefit the ruling class faction in power. 

This political strategy triggered an increase in the rate of land commodification. 

However, the reallocation of land excluded subaltern classes from both the use of and the 

revenues that accrued to customary authorities. The subaltern classes objected to the 

allocations, which defied custom and harmed their livelihoods. Conflict and violence 

erupted in those areas where land had been appropriated. Subaltern classes sporadically 

attacked and sabotaged farms owned by officials or their close allies.  

The PNDC also came to power through a coup and perceived an opposing coup as 

the greatest threat to its power. However, it adopted an alternative strategy to retain 
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power. The PNDC built up the coercive apparatus of the state and used it to suppress 

threats of another coup. State coercive bodies prevented acquisition and movement of 

weapons and also prevented the rival ruling-class faction from acquiring the money to 

organize a coup.  This approach did not rely on high-level patronage to incorporate 

government and military officials; instead, it sought the support of the subaltern classes, 

including rural smallholder farmers, peasants and urban poor. This strategy extended also 

to land relations. The PNDC responded to the dissatisfaction of subaltern classes that had 

built up over previous land deals. It funneled land conflicts through security institutions, 

offering customary subjects quick “justice.” In effect, it sanctioned class violence against 

customary authorities that were suspected of malfeasance in the management of 

communal lands. The PNDC strategy to bolster its power, including its strength in land 

relations, through support of the subaltern class, triggered a countermovement in the 

commodification of land. Land relations tipped to favor subaltern classes, or, at least, 

benefited the ruling class less than in the past. Increased security measures also ensured 

the suppression of large-scale conflicts between subaltern classes, and the ruling class and 

traditional aristocracy.  

The dissertation then compares the periods of authoritarian rule with the country’s 

transition to democracy. Elections became the most effective means to garner power, and 

votes became the greatest threat to the ruling class’s control over the state. Violence over 

land increased during and after the transition to democratic elections. The strategies of 

the ruling class under an electoral system created this change in the nature of the 

violence. As the introductory chapters point out, the transition to electoral politics did not 
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represent a rupture with prior forms of political organization and social relations. Rather, 

the ruling class factions intensified their use of the patron-client strategy for elections. 

Once again, the dominant ruling class faction that held power ensured its members 

greater access to the most valuable land. Powerful allies and political clients of the 

faction in power obtained land for construction of residential estates and commercial 

development on former farmlands. However, the ruling class factions also subsumed 

subaltern classes in the patron-client networks by promising economic favors for votes. 

Consequently, farmers, poor tenants and customary subjects rarely resisted being evicted 

from lands acquired by wealthy political patrons and their clients. Ruling-class patronage, 

in its efforts to gain electoral dominance, rendered subaltern classes relatively weak. 

These changes to political strategy also created differences in the character of disputes. 

Violent conflicts erupted between members of the ruling class competing for valuable 

land and land-based resources. Subaltern classes became “retainers” of the ruling class 

factions, fighting to defend ruling class land acquisitions.  

Violence over land appeared most prominently during these three periods when 

the ruling class factions deployed patronage as the strategy to acquire and retain power. 

The ruling class used similar strategies to gain power in both systems; the form of the 

regime, whether authoritarian or democratic, did not necessarily constitute the most 

important factor in land violence.  In all cases, the instrumental value the ruling class 

placed on land to achieve political objectives drove the level and nature of violence over 

land. In addition, the comparison of the three periods suggests that the greatest violence is 

not necessarily found in confrontations between the “capitalist” and proletariat classes. 
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Rather, the worst violence tended to occur during disputes between the factions of the 

ruling class.  

 

Means of accumulating  

Access to power and retention of control over the state are closely linked with 

accumulation. Ruling-class accumulation serves two purposes: personal consumption and 

patronage redistribution that enables it to dominate other classes and rival factions of the 

ruling class. The ruling class in Africa struggles for political power in part to accumulate 

wealth through the state, and it then uses that wealth to retain power and build more 

wealth, ultimately towards consolidating a faction’s power. Within this context, land 

holds both financial and political value. This is particularly true when land becomes a 

central means for ruling-class accumulation. Land was not always the primary means 

through which the ruling class accumulated wealth in Ghana. The degree to which land 

figured in ruling-class accumulation strategies varied. Land retained some value for 

ruling class accumulation during the NRC/SMC period, but its value declined during the 

subsequent PNDC era. The ruling class sought to accumulate through land most 

prominently under electoral democracy.  The ruling-class factions required substantial 

revenues to maintain patronage and organize electoral campaigns, for periods both in and 

out of power. Land provided a means to acquire money needed to access political power, 

so is not surprising that the ruling class became more willing to engage in violence to 

acquire that land. 
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To review, the ruling class strategy for accumulation during the NRC/SMC period 

relied much more on direct access to the state, through import licenses, supply contracts 

and the like, than on land. Officials and others tied to the ruling faction, such as military 

officers, acquired land primarily in rice-growing areas of the northern part of the country 

and pursued public housing contracts in a few peri-urban areas. Violence erupted in a 

limited number of geographical areas, primarily where the ruling class had manipulated 

the customary institutions that controlled land allocations and had, by doing so, been able 

to appropriate land for themselves. A few disputes arose over access to prime agriculture 

lands near water and other natural resources. Relatively weak subaltern resistance to the 

ruling class faction in power and its allied customary authorities often characterized these 

disputes. 

The PNDC, however, generally discouraged ruling-class accumulation of wealth. 

This strategy enabled the government to prevent rivals from acquiring wealth that could 

be used to take power. More specifically, the PNDC gained “popular” support among the 

subaltern classes through preventing accumulation through land acquisition. . The public 

discourse went against traditional authorities, often based on charges of mismanagement 

of land and land revenues, and discouraged the transfer of land from communal to private 

holdings. The early period of PNDC rule actually returned customary lands to interim 

committees that represented subaltern interests. The initial phases of stabilization and 

structural adjustment reinforced the PNDC’s restrictive position on land. Decreased 

access to credit reduced private demand and constrained the commercial development of 

land, slowing commodification of land. 
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In contrast, the ruling class sought land for private investment and commercial 

development during the transition to democracy. The ruling class shaped the institutions 

that would regulate land relations during democratization, largely to further their 

interests. Land offered a means for the ruling class to accumulate wealth both in and out 

of power, providing its members with financial security and social status. This was 

critical in a context in which power alternates between factions. Added to that, costly 

patronage-based political-party campaigns required greater accumulation of wealth. 

Ruling-class factions invested in electoral campaigns because state power would enable 

future opportunities for accumulation.  Speculation and development of land and land-

based resources provided a reliable strategy to accumulate personal wealth and to meet 

the costs of building patron-client networks and elections. Land and land-based resources 

became so important to building wealth that the ruling-class factions used violence to 

acquire and defend them.   

Ultimately, the ruling class sought to accumulate wealth to preserve its political 

power and to consolidate factional power. The fractious ruling class applied political 

strategies that excluded rivals from amassing resources, preventing these rivals from 

mounting strong electoral campaigns and cultivating competing patron-client networks. 

The struggle to control resources became increasingly antagonistic. Contention spread 

between factions, including political parties, as each sought new ways to exclude 

challengers from financial and patronage power. Local election of patrons to positions of 

power provided factions with the potential use of state access to consolidate their power. 

The superimposition of multi-party electoral politics onto factional struggles for power 
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and control of resources further raised the stakes for local clients. Control over land 

became highly politicized.  

 

Use of coercion 

The capitalist notion of property rights assumes that the ruling class shapes 

property rights to its benefit. The ruling class is then expected to use the security 

apparatus of the state to defend its property rights and interests. However, the Ghana case 

suggests far more complexity in land relations and in the creation of a property-rights 

system. Land serves political and accumulative interests simultaneously, and these 

interests can be contradictory. Accumulating land can provide revenue for redistribution 

to build and reinforce the patron-client network. At the same time, appropriating land can 

deny livelihoods for the lower classes and can create resistance to the ruling class. The 

introduction of the multi-party electoral process further complicated the enforcement of a 

land-rights regime in Ghana.  

In this case, a factional ruling class sought a means to enforce control over land 

and land-based resources from which it could benefit. It did not want to enforce all land 

rights – only the rights of their own factions. The transition to democracy, in which new 

institutions were being established and old institutions dismantled, provided the 

opportunity for the ruling class to pursue its own interests. Democratic norms entailed the 

dismantlement of the coercive apparatus built under authoritarian regimes; this in turn, 

left a gap in security and weakened the institutions that should defend property rights. As 

this occurred, the factional ruling class began to use “privatized coercion” to defend its 
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own interests. In some cases, the ruling class factions used public coercive bodies for 

personal disputes and in other cases engaged private “land guards” to fight for acquired 

land. In general, the state lost its monopoly over force, enabling private disputants to fight 

over the reallocation of land. Disputes became more violent than in previous periods. A 

comparative overview of the case illustrates this point.  

The NRC/SMC used state coercion directly to enforce allocation of land and 

impose it on subaltern classes. The allied traditional authorities also used customary 

means to intimidate the stool or skin subjects, such as threats of poisoning or spiritual 

harm,. This suppressed challenges to the ruling faction’s claims on property, but it did not 

eliminate them. Conflicts and tensions over land were rampant by the time the regime 

was overthrown in 1979.  

The PNDC adopted a new political strategy strengthening the coercive bodies of 

the state. New and strengthened “security” institutions became directly involved in 

enforcing land rights. But rather than support the rights of the ruling class, many in the 

coercive apparatus sought to defend the rights of the subaltern classes. The PNDC also 

used the coercive institutions to prevent ruling class rivals from acquiring land. The 

faction in power deployed coercive force to defend lower-class interests in land, because 

that course of action aligned with its strategy to mobilize subaltern political support.  

The public discourse on equality in land and the strength of the state’s coercive 

bodies both began to decline with the introduction of electoral politics – first at the local 

and then at the national level. The dominant classes placed particular emphasis on the 

reform of coercive bodies during the institutional reform that accompanied 
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democratization. The ruling class used the period to “democratize democracy,” by which 

it meant to create civilian control over security services and lower the state’s coercive 

capacity. In so doing, the ruling class substantially weakened and in some cases 

eliminated the coercive institutions that had mediated land disputes. The ruling class 

decreased domestic security budgets, reconfigured the district-level government security 

apparatus, lowered executive control over arms imports, and weakened border controls, 

which led to an influx of weapons. The de-prioritization of public order and coercion led 

to the “privatization” of security. The ruling class privately engaged state security 

agencies and contracted private security companies and militias. 

Th lack of a state monopoly on coercion, and the weakened security institutions, 

created the space for violence over land. The ruling class employed violent means to 

retain land acquisitions without state interference. The ruling class built private militias, 

obtained and protected land acquisitions, and defended militias from prosecution through 

patron-client links in state institutions. At the same time, the state’s weakened coercive 

apparatus could not control the clashes between the armed groups. The ruling class held a 

disproportionate advantage in violent disputes over the traditional aristocracy and 

customary subjects. The ruling class tended to wage protracted, bloody disputes. At 

times, political patrons employed young men as guards on the land they were losing. 

State coercive institutions were ineffective in the rare instances when they tried to 

intervene. Ruling-class factions continued to invest in violence because land disputes had 

become entangled in their political struggle for dominance. 
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Section 2. Causes of Land Violence in Ghana: Answers from Case 

Analysis 

Changes in the nature of conflict and violence over land are evident across the 

historical periods compared. At times, conflict occurred between the subaltern classes and 

a dominant ruling class faction, and at other times such conflict was confined primarily to 

factions within the ruling class. The level and nature of the violence over land varied 

according to the classes that were fighting. The ruling class mobilized the state to subdue 

the occasional destructive acts of violence and sabotage by subaltern classes. But the 

ruling class inhibited the state from quelling lengthy confrontations between the factions’ 

own private militias and guards. Across cases, the drive for land was predominantly 

fueled by political objectives.  

Beginning with the NRC/SMC, the political strategy of patronage focused on 

supporting those in government and building up local patrons. The faction in power 

rewarded its own officials and local patrons with land that helped them to accumulate 

wealth. This created disputes over land between the ruling class factions, alongside their 

local patrons, and subaltern classes were excluded from expropriated land and land 

revenues. It is not surprising that subaltern classes acted according to their means, 

engaging in relatively disorganized sabotage, property destruction and personal attacks. 

The state responded with coercive enforcement of land holdings, which benefited the 

ruling faction. Tensions over land were rife in those areas where the ruling class had 

appropriated land.  
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Alternatively, the PNDC sought to retain power not just through coercion, but 

through an alliance with subaltern classes. The ruling class strengthened the state 

coercive apparatus to retain its power, largely through coup prevention. At the same time, 

the PNDC’s political program to gain the loyalty of the urban and rural poor played on 

existing tensions over land and landed property. The ruling faction used the state coercive 

apparatus to bolster this political agenda. It strengthened subaltern classes control over 

land and land-based resources, weakened the role of the customary authorities over those 

resources, and prevented the rival faction from accumulating resources, including land, 

that might threaten the PNDC’s power. This use of the state’s coercive power coincided 

with early stabilization and structural adjustment policies that constrained credit. The 

multi-pronged strategy for retaining power slowed the commodification process in land. 

It also restricted violent conflict over land. However, the decline in violence over land 

rights stopped with the advent of democracy.  

Democratization led to unexpected outcomes. Land conflict became most 

destructive and widespread following the introduction of electoral politics, irrespective of 

which political party was in power. Electoral politics exposed the underlying intra-ruling-

class struggle for state power and resources. Factions reformed institutions during 

democratization to suit their own complex interests. Dismantled and diminished security 

institutions could scarcely enforce laws or contain violence. The ruling class expanded 

opportunities to acquire land, but failed to create mechanisms for accountability. Political 

parties used land intensively in their patronage strategies while, at the same time, land 

served the economic ends of this developing “upper class”, providing a secure form of 
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investment and social status both in and out of power. Ultimately, the messy mix of 

acquiring land for both political ends and wealth building amid intra-ruling-class 

struggles created an upsurge in land-related violence.  

          Democracy failed to bring about the increased political opportunities expected by 

the subaltern classes – opportunities that would allow them to pursue their interests in 

land resources peacefully. Rather, local land conflicts became increasingly politicized. 

The ruling class, needing both land and votes, subsumed the subaltern classes under 

patron-client networks as they fought among themselves for an increasing share of what 

had been communal, customary lands.  

 

Land relations:  Gains and losses in the change from communal rights to political 

allocation and “market-like” access 

How and to what are land relations changing?  

The landholding pattern introduced in Chapter 2 can now be revisited to examine 

changes in land relations. The case suggests that the primary type of landholding is 

gradually moving away from communal usufruct rights. Leases based on customary 

access are less likely to be granted than they once were. Research also suggests a decline 

in customary access to farmland by peasants. The number of landless peasants is 

growing, despite constitutional rights of customary access. Smallholder farmers are also 

losing access to land that will appreciate in value. Subsistence and smallholder farmers 

will likely lose their ability to transfer land to heirs.  
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On the other hand, those without customary access but with political or economic 

means are more likely to obtain leases. Leases are also more likely to be shorter: usually 

less than half the formerly typical 99 years. The number of individuals with transferable, 

non-customary leases is rising. This allows for increased speculation and for renewed 

leases to those without customary access.  

Social relations in land are shifting. Those gaining access to land are characterized 

by financial access and by their connections to state institutions and political power. 

Power derived from the customary right to allocation is declining in importance. The 

critical component of power in land relations is increasingly access to financial resources 

to acquire and secure land, alongside necessary access to the state institutions to register 

land and retain land. This requires revisiting the schema of land relations presented in 

Chapter 2. The new configuration is represented below (Figure 6.1).  

 

Figure 6.1. Opportunity to Access Land. 
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Alternatively, the above may also be represented in a ladder of land access, as 

depicted below (Figure 6.2). Location on the ladder relates to the ability to control and 

secure land acquisition. Expressed in this way, those with access to small areas of land 

for subsistence, or for a mix of subsistence and smallholder farms, have often been 

pushed to the lower rungs of the ladder. At the other end, those with greater control over 

acquisition through political and financial resources have been able to climb toward 

increased access, larger acquisitions and less-encumbered leases. The key observation is 

that movement on the ladder is increasingly limited. Control over land can be maintained 

more effectively with access to state land-management institutions – institutions that have 

the governmental ability to enforce documentation as well as the financial ability to 

“enforce” landholding independently of the coercive arm of the state.   

 

Figure 6.2. Ladder of Access to Land. 
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This changing pattern in control over land reflects corresponding changes in class 

relations.  Legally, land is held in trust for the subjects of customary stools by the 

traditional aristocracy. Land effectively “belongs” to the people. Most land in Ghana is 

customary land. Customarily, communal ties provided a right to access land through a 

non-monetary exchange with the customary authority. This relationship gave the 

customary leaders authority, even legitimacy, with the subaltern classes. However, as the 

above ladder suggests, customary ties and traditions are no longer the primary 

determinant for land acquisition. Accumulation of land by the ruling class in a non-

customary exchange can deprive customary subjects of their current and future 

livelihood. The ruling class weakens the subaltern classes in order to acquire that land 

and reduces their social position further by depriving them of the livelihood they earn 

from the land. 

The traditional aristocracy appears to benefit from the transition to a land market. 

It gains economically from land rates and also retains social power by virtue of its role in 

allocating land. However, the chief’s position is also altered as class relations change 

around land acquisition and disputes. The traditional aristocracy loses authority in a 

number of ways as land markets become “free.” First, a chief loses control over land use 

in his customary jurisdiction under a non-customary lease. Second, he loses authority 

over his subjects when he no longer has land to redistribute. Third, the politicization of 

land allocation and the participation of the chief in politics undermine the legitimacy of 

the chief. Finally, the fact that the chief is not accountable to his subjects for land 

revenues also erodes his legitimacy. In sum, land cannot be the basis for the relationship 
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between the customary leaders and their subjects as that land is transferred out of 

communal hands.  

The traditional aristocracy has little power without control over land allocation. 

At present, the politically generated resources that chiefs redistribute to their subjects 

provide a weak substitute for land in the relationship between the two. In some areas in 

Ghana, chiefs have already lost authority through land transfers; in some cases, political 

parties no longer include them as local patrons in the patron-client network. In the 

medium to long term, commodification of land may eliminate the role for chiefs as 

intermediaries between the ruling class and the chiefs’ subjects.  

The case points to changing land and class relations as the allocation of land 

moves away from a customary system. However, the case exhibits no evidence that a free 

market in land is “naturally” evolving. Land relations may appear to be moving toward a 

market system, but it would be premature to state that this constitutes a free market in 

land. First, land leases, in most cases, are not freehold; customary land continues to be 

held, if only nominally, in trust by chiefs for their subjects. Land can revert to the 

traditional aristocracy if the type of use stipulated in the lease changes. The 

constitutional, legal status of land belonging to customary subjects leaves open the 

possibility for future political interference and for the return of lands to customary 

subjects. Courts’ rulings in these cases have not been consistent. Second, access to land 

still requires interaction with the customary authorities. This often involves a personal 

introduction or reference from someone with a communal tie to the land or to the 

customary authority. The customary authority as intermediary does not fit neatly with the 
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conception of an open and free market. Third, financial payments on long-term leases to 

customary leaders are not made through typical market models, but instead are often 

tendered through unscheduled cash payments, termed “drink” payments. Fourth, and 

perhaps most important, land allocation is not based on a disinterested ideal of profit. 

Rather, it is often determined based on political objectives: The ruling class faction in 

power seeks to create and sustain loyal patrons and clients. Access to land tends to 

alternate with changes in the ruling political party, with those in the patron-client network 

seeking to obtain and secure land while their faction is in power. Finally, land ownership 

has not become concentrated in the hands of capitalists seeking to mobilize it for 

production. These characteristics of the emerging trends in allocation and control over 

land prevent the assertion that it is an “evolving free market."  

 

Who is benefiting by, and who is being excluded from, this process?  

In short, the subaltern classes are being excluded in the reconfiguration of land 

relations. This discussion highlights land re-allocation’s effect upon economic position. 

Gains or losses may be related to – but do not equate to – changes in relative class power. 

The arrangement of landholding can transform the current and future livelihoods of those 

who lose or gain access.  

Mostly clearly, the lower classes are being excluded from economic livelihood as 

land possession is rearranged. Loss of access to communal, customary land deprives 

these classes of potential livelihoods in farming and in developing land. They lose land, 

including land that they had previously farmed, and move to urban areas. But they cannot 
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be fully absorbed into the labor market. Compensation, if paid at all, cannot sustain 

livelihoods in a context of high urban costs. Dislocation and economic marginalization 

have been particularly pronounced in peri-urban areas and mining zones, including areas 

where oil exploration has recently begun. Though the lower classes have rights to land in 

the letter of the constitution, they have been pushed to the bottom of the land ladder.  

The traditional aristocracy fares better than the lower classes, but this does not 

make it a “winner” in long-term changes in land ownership. Land revenue is often 

inadequate to improve the chief’s livelihood. Chiefs may also use revenue for 

conspicuous consumption or grand social events for clients. Beyond an initial payment, 

traditional councils lack the capacity to collect annual ground rates, an additional 

payment in lease agreements that is meant to provide long-term income. The state itself 

fails to pay these ground rents on land leased from customary authorities. Interventions 

by donors who seek to strengthen the capacity of traditional councils are ad hoc and 

unlikely to be sustained. In addition to the limited monetary benefits they reap, chiefs 

also lose harvest tributes from customary landholders and must do without the labor for 

their own farms that formed part of the obligation of customary land recipients. The 

traditional aristocracy cannot be considered an obvious “winner” if the allocation of land 

continues along its present path. 

The real “winners” of the changes in land relations, then, are those in the ruling 

class with access to adequate political or bureaucratic power to acquire land and secure 

its possession, whether through title or coercion. Those who obtain land are the leading 

members of political parties, small numbers of semi-skilled entrepreneurs, educated 
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professionals, and senior civil servants. They compose the petite bourgeoisie, often 

neither peasant nor capitalist. For them, properly titled and uncontested landholding can 

provide a secure investment that endures regardless of the political party in power. They 

gain both the status and the income that flow from rental property. They also speculate in 

land, reselling acreage bought below the market value or sub-dividing leased land into 

smaller plots. More revenue can be added when the original leased farmland is re-zoned 

for residential estates, a transition facilitated by the state’s expansion of the electricity 

grid. Through such improvements to their economic well-being, those in the ruling class 

have benefitted from their control over land.  

 

A violent process of change: the nature of conflict over land 

What causes violence in the process of change in land relations? Why does the 

state ignore this violence when it poses a political threat? 

The case suggests that the nature of the ruling class itself is the underlying cause 

of the rising violence over land. The factional nature of the ruling class, and the struggle 

between factions for political dominance, fueled conflict in all the periods compared.  

Analysis shows that land conflict in Ghana did not begin with structural adjustment, but 

has occurred in different historical periods to varying degrees. The degree of conflict 

varied in relation to the political strategy of the ruling class faction in power. The policies 

that emanated from strategies to retain power and accumulate wealth had direct bearing 

on the rate of land commodification. Likewise, the state’s response to land-ownership 

conflict – and, more particularly, to how the ruling class deployed coercion – also 
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changed with the dominant ruling class faction’s strategy to retain power. Under multi-

party electoral democracy, the factions seeking to gain lasting control over the state have 

unleashed strategies causing the most destructive violence of the periods reviewed. 

Several factors were important to understanding the variation in violence across 

the periods compared. Primarily, the centrality of the role of land in the intra-ruling class 

struggle influenced the levels and nature of violence. Violence declined when the ruling 

class faction in power sought to use land to gain subaltern support, deploying its coercive 

apparatus to support subaltern land interests and deter opponents’ interests. On the other 

hand, violence escalated when the ruling class factions emphasized land acquisition in 

their strategy to accumulate wealth and to build patron-client networks. This was 

particularly pronounced when it was combined with an electoral competition for political 

dominance. The instrumental role of land in this strategy increased its value.  Land 

became worth fighting for when it gained both political and then accumulation value, 

moving beyond even the narrow conception of the market. Land became critical to 

intertwined political and monetary objectives.  

Class composition constituted a decisive difference in the nature of the conflict in 

this case. In the periods prior to democracy, land conflict was characterized by a struggle 

between the ruling class and subatlern classes trying to resist expropriation of communal 

land. In such struggles, the ruling class faction in power would deploy its coercive 

apparatus to support its favored disputant and repress its rivals in land conflicts. The 

apparatus could easily subdue the lower classes and contain any violence. However, the 

class composition in disputes differed during the democratic period. Disputes tended to 
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be intra-ruling class, and less often between the ruling class and lower classes. The ruling 

class manipulated customary institutions to acquire lands, contributing to contested land 

leases and titles, with different members of the ruling class claiming the same land. 

Disputants engaged armed guards and militias to fight for land. In most cases, subaltern 

classes allowed the expropriation of their customary lands. The ruling class factions had 

greater capacity to purchase destructive weapons and to contract militias to engage in 

violence. Each faction has attempted at times to strengthen its position by violent means, 

increasing control over land and land-based resources, and relying equally on patronage 

to bolster its position over subaltern classes. State security institutions, weakened through 

the democratic reform process, failed to prevent intra-ruling-class violence. 

More importantly than weak coercive capacity, the dominant faction in the ruling 

class had vested interests in land conflicts. Many in the dominant faction that controlled 

state institutions were themselves engaged in land conflicts. The relationship between 

political strategy and land appropriation discouraged them from strengthening state 

institutions to contain violent land conflicts. In the democratic period, the ruling class 

could further its political and economic interests in land through private violence more 

effectively than through state coercion. 

The political strategies of patronage and accumulation through land acquisition 

generated contradictions. Leaders participated in the reallocation of customary lands to 

members of the ruling political class through customary and local party leaders. At the 

same time, parties sought subaltern class votes through the same patronage system, also 

mediated by customary and local party leaders. Political survival under a multi-party 
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electoral system could be undermined if one faction openly used state power to 

expropriate land from the subaltern class. Private violence had less impact than public 

coercion on the ruling class’s electoral objectives.  

Briefly, the factional nature of the ruling class, with its contradictory strategies for 

political survival, has shaped the current approach to land appropriation. It has 

contributed to the primitive accumulation of land, a situation in which private violence is 

a tool for establishing and maintaining political power outside the institutions of the state. 

Intra-ruling-class conflict is played out in the rearrangement of landholding. Private 

violence replaces and inhibits the creation of state-monopolized violence as the ruling 

class attempts to gain dominance through renegotiating land relations and influencing 

corresponding class relations.  

 

Section 3. An Alternative Argument for Land Violence 

The analysis above provides a complex explanation for an increase in violence 

emerging alongside a convoluted process of change in land relations in Ghana. An 

additional question follows this argument. Is this explanation for land-related violence 

more robust than the theories introduced in earlier chapters? A brief overview of the 

answers this study offers suggests that it may be a more comprehensive and dynamic 

approach. 

Rational-choice theory emphasizes that the promise of profit motivates individuals to 

gain control over resources. People employ rational means to obtain beneficial economic 

ends. Markets comprise individuals operating on this profit-seeking rationale. Violence 
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can occur through clashes between profit-seeking individuals, particularly where the risk 

of engaging in violence is justified by the potential profit from the “booty” to be won. 

Such violence is also more likely where law and order are not state-ensured. Democracy 

can improve the efficiency of this market by providing equal opportunities for individuals 

to exchange information and seek their interests within a context of rule and law. Its 

adherents expect democracy to enhance their property rights. Therefore, land violence 

should decline under a democracy, particularly with the establishment of laws and 

regulations that secure land title.  

In the case studied here, rational-choice theory fails to provide an explanation for 

land-related violence, and, more to the point, for increased violence in the wake of market 

liberalization and democratization. The case anticipated that democracy would create a 

capitalist class that would advocate for more systematic and secure property rights. It also 

anticipated that violence would decline in areas where land registration, or titling of 

ownership and leases, is the most advanced. The opposite occurred in the Ghana case.  

Rational choice has two major weaknesses in explaining this case. First, rational 

choice assumes the existence of capitalists who operate only on the profit incentive; it 

ignores the nonprofit motives of the actors. The observations from this case suggest that 

non-market-based incentives are critical to land-relations outcomes. An emerging and 

internally conflicted ruling class did not make choices based on the profit incentive alone. 

Rather, ruling-class motives to gain dominance over other factions in its own class and 

over subaltern classes fueled different strategies. At times, the ruling class sought 

financial resources, but it often did so to achieve political objectives, such as financing 
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for electoral campaigns. Second, rational choice does not adequately consider the 

foundations and origins of institutions. Democratic elections have not ensured strong, 

benign state institutions in Ghana. The ruling class reformed institutions to ensure that it 

controlled the reallocation of resources. Given the inability of rational-choice theory to 

explain fundamental outcomes in land relations following democratization, the alternative 

explanation provided here is stronger. It analyzes underlying ruling-class power 

incentives that shape the dismantling, changing or creation of institutions used to 

reallocate resources. It is therefore better able to explain the unexpected outcome of 

violence that followed a transition to democracy.  

Agency explanations attempt a more nuanced analysis than means-end rationality. 

The agency literature argues that there is a process of social change under way in tenure 

relations in Africa that cannot be explained by general economic theories. Agency studies 

highlight the contingent conjunctures of case-specific factors and emphasize the agency 

of individuals amid changing social relations over land. The causes of violence tend to be 

specific to each case, but they are influenced generally by power relations within the local 

context. 

Despite the attention to power relations, agency also falls short of providing an 

adequate explanation for the Ghana case. The theory often fails to identify patterns; it 

always depends on the constantly varying contexts. At the same time, it has discounted 

the importance of class relations and state power in local land relations. The present 

study, however, reveals patterns and broad power relations in land across historical 

periods and regimes in Ghana.  The ruling class has used land as a tool in strategies to 
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obtain power through patronage and class alliances, to encourage primitive accumulation 

within the patron-client network, and to generate financial resources for political activity. 

Actors at the local level leverage access to state power and make alliances with the ruling 

class to gain local power and to consolidate dominance over other local actors in relation 

to local resources. The ruling class has implemented its strategy to dominate alternative 

factions and subaltern classes, even at the local level, either through or with the tangential 

support of state institutions. The case also reveals a pattern in the use of coercion to 

defend land allocation by the state and the ruling class. As exemplified here, the approach 

presented does appear to provide a stronger explanation than agency theories for the 

recent rise in land violence in Ghana.  

Structuralists explain land relations and land-related violence through class 

analysis, as shown in this study. Structural analysis focuses on the role of changing class 

interests and relations in the violence of socio-economic transitions. Structuralists place 

local disputes over land in the context of a changing global political economy. They 

identify groups with clear interests in land disputes, and they seek to address the process 

by which the groups pursue these interests. They tend to highlight the conflicts between 

capitalists and workers and peasants. This analysis is situated in the formation and 

changing nature of state and political institutions. Structuralists use this approach to 

identify patterns in land-related violence linked to changes in the global political 

economy.  

While this is a fundamentally more rigorous analysis, structural studies also have 

weaknesses. Many class studies of land violence diminish the role of the local ruling 
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class, reducing them to mere agents of global capital. The studies also tend to use land-

conflict cases to argue the relevance of the working class and the revolutionary potential 

of land. In addition, many existing class analyses attempt to use neat categories of 

peasant, proletariat and capitalist. They then reduce land conflict to a struggle between 

global capitalists and subaltern (either peasant or semi-proletariat) classes. The case of 

Ghana refutes such tendencies to simplify the class groups, their interests and the means 

through which they achieve their ends. As such, this study sought to use a structural 

approach while avoiding its usual weaknesses.  

First, this study did not seek to answer the question of the potential for land to be the 

locus of revolution. Looking for the revolutionary potential of land disputes begins with 

assumptions that cloud the analysis. In the case of Ghana, the analysis required an 

understanding of the process of class formation and a suspension of the assumption that 

capitalists and the proletariat already exist. In any case, class distinctions are not always 

clear. For the most part, Ghana’s ruling class is embryonic and trying to consolidate. The 

state institutions provide a vehicle to pursue this primary objective. These lower-class 

individuals may be making the transition to a property-owning class, but they cannot yet 

be defined as capitalists. In this way, land appears to have more potential for 

consolidating ruling-class formation than for initiating revolution among subaltern 

classes.  

In a second and related point, this study examined class conflict as taking place both 

between and within the forming classes. Studies that limit cases to land violence between 

the capitalist class and the lower classes fail to capture most of the land violence in Africa 
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in what is  now referred to as a “local land grab.” The study was able to address more of 

the pernicious cases of land violence by not selecting a case with a clear “global capital” 

interest in conflict with an opposing domestic subaltern class. This approach included the 

fact that the worst violence in Ghana has occurred as intra-ruling class conflict over land. 

Subaltern classes lack the means to effectively confront the ruling class with violence. 

This prevents continuous, destructive violence in land disputes between the subaltern 

classes and the ruling class.  

Third, this study attempted to give more attention to historical context than do some 

structural case studies. It analyzed changes in land relations over a number of political 

periods. The historical comparison suggests that the violence over land “did not begin 

yesterday,” but has taken different forms throughout Ghana’s history. The historical 

background creates the basis for eliminating structural adjustment, and this type of 

penetration of global capital into Africa, as the primary cause of land violence.  

Fourth, the present analysis recognizes the political agency exercised by the ruling 

class and those with access to state power. It inherently questions the assumption of a 

singular and overwhelming dominance by global capital. During the periods compared in 

this case, there was little evidence of a “global land grab” in Ghana.492 Multinational 

companies did not drive the reallocation of land in the timeframe studied. Rather, it found 

that the ruling class has its own interests in power and in means of dominance. The local 

ruling class mediates the effects of the limited domestic capitalist interest and the few 

cases of external (global) capitalist interest. It shapes the outcomes of neo-liberal 

                                                             
492 More recent evidence suggests that may be changing and that international interests in land in Ghana are 
increasing. 
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institutional reform encouraged by bilateral and multilateral donor agencies. The 

domestic ruling class largely determines who will benefit in Ghana. The evidence shows 

that very few “global capitalists” accumulated wealth from these early stages of 

reallocation of land resources in Ghana, but many in Ghana’s ruling class were enriched 

by the reallocation.  

Briefly, the modified structural analysis identified the underlying cause of land 

violence in Ghana by avoiding the failures and weaknesses of other approaches. Its main 

finding is that the factional nature of the emergent ruling class is the primary causal factor 

explaining the violent form of land transactions in Ghana. 

 

Section 4. A Limited Explanation and the Need for Further Study 

The explanation to land-related violence provided in this study appears from the 

information above to be more robust than other approaches, at least for explaining the 

case of Ghana. However, the broader applications of the approach, as well as the limits of 

the study, also require mention.   

The argument provided in this study does not explain every case of violence over land 

in Africa, or even in Ghana. The study is restricted to a specific and narrow definition of 

violence. To revisit this definition, the study highlighted cases of land conflict that 

involved acquisition of land through physical force. It deliberately omitted cases of 

“economic” violence in which people were deprived of their means of livelihood. A more 

comprehensive definition of violence would incorporate a broader study of contested land 

and could identify more causal factors.  
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This study could be expanded to include case studies that compare areas situated 

within peri-urban areas, such as the greater Accra region, to rural areas. Ghana is rapidly 

urbanizing, and farmland is being converted into sprawling cities, as is the case in many 

developing countries. An in-depth study of specific areas in Ghana could offer a closer 

look at rising peri-urban land demand and increased conflict over land in the transition to 

private real-estate development and non-farming commercial land use. That transition 

could be compared with the rise in demand for large plots of land for commercial 

farming. Cases of violence over rural lands are not as common as they are for peri-urban 

lands. A comparison between the two within the Ghanaian context would further explain 

the motives to engage in conflict over land and would pinpoint the cases in which actors 

are willing to invest in violent means to acquire land. 

More generally, the case studied here is within just one country in Africa. The level of 

explanation is quite specific. The question of the cause of land violence could be applied 

to a larger case sample and the explanation could be generalized. The landholding 

patterns identified as specific to Ghana could be generalized to incorporate other holding 

patterns in Africa that originated from different customary and colonial histories. For 

example, a variety of colonial structures and independence movements created diverse 

forms of land ownership. Ghana retained the institution of chieftaincy, and customary 

authorities continued to hold communal land in trust, whereas Ivory Coast created a 

system of direct and individual ownership during the colonial period. Studies across more 

diverse landholding systems would test the class theory proposed here.  
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In addition, cross-regional comparison could introduce cases outside of Africa with 

quite different landholding and land-conflict patterns. Latin American cases could 

provide a contrast for comparison, since landholding in Latin America was characterized 

by the location of estates alongside smallholder farms. In Ghana and much of Africa, 

peasant subsistence farms and even smaller, smallholder farms were dominant. Large 

estates were found in only a few settler colonies in Africa. In addition, broad subaltern 

movements over land issues are unusual in most of Africa, with South Africa and, to a 

limited extent, Zimbabwe serving as the exceptions. A preliminary look at the Ghanaian 

case suggests that subaltern classes have not organized and consolidated attempts to 

confront the state over land issues. On the other hand, South America has more cases of 

subaltern movements organized and mobilized around the issue of land. A comparative 

study of this sort could highlight more differences in land relations and land-related 

violence.  

A broader comparative comparison should not be limited to contemporary cases. The 

Ghanaian case, largely identified here as an intra-elite conflict, could also be compared to 

historical cases. For instance, the theory presented here could be examined within a 

comparative study between Ghana and the enclosure movement in England. A 

comparison of primitive accumulation amid intra-elite conflicts between England and 

Ghana’s emerging ruling class could enable further refinement of theories on the role of 

land and primitive accumulation in the formation of the ruling class. A comparative study 

of contemporary Ghana and some areas of the American West could investigate the types 

of violence deployed by the ruling class when it is acquiring communal lands. Analysis of 
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land reallocation and associated violence should incorporate comparisons across 

historical periods.  

 The consequences, both economic and social, of violence over land require 

greater attention. The focus has been on the causes of violence, rather than the broader 

effects. This case suggests a number of areas where the consequences for changes in 

landholding require further study. First, the evidence showed that violence over land 

contributes to demand for small arms. However, it also appears that in areas where there 

is armed violence over land, there is a corresponding increase in armed crimes. These 

correlations require further study. Second, this analysis did not address the issue of what 

happens to subaltern classes, particularly farmers, after they lose their land. During my 

research, current and former government officials, traditional authorities and land 

developers familiar with displacement of customary landholders stated that the 

individuals who are displaced “just go.” No one said where they go, or what they do 

when they get there. An obvious assumption is that they go to the cities. In a context of 

high unemployment and low industrial capacity, land reallocation is likely contributing to 

the explosion of slums.493 In addition, recent census reports in Accra’s slums revealed 

that men who formerly worked to guard land have moved into slum areas, which has 

coincided with increased violent crimes in those areas.494 

                                                             
493 The current estimates suggest more than 50 percent of Ghanaians live in urban areas and that 70 percent 
of urban dwellers live in slum conditions. This would mean more than eight million Ghanaians live in 
slums, with that number increasing daily. For more on the global trend toward slums, see: Mike Davis, 
Planet of Slums (London: Verso, 2007). 
494 Peoples Dialogue, personal communications, Accra, 2010. 
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Finally, the study raises questions about the management of land historically used for 

farming. Peri-urban farmland is being converted to housing and commercial properties 

despite the lack of zoning and regulation The loss of peri-urban farms is likely to increase 

transportation costs on food , and, hence, the cost of food for city dwellers. This in turn 

threatens to deepen urban poverty. Studies on land conflict, therefore, suggest the need to 

go beyond the causes of violence to understand their effects on broader social and 

economic conditions.  

In conclusion, the study presented here would benefit from broader regional and 

historical comparisons. Violence has often accompanied primitive accumulation in land, 

and this study provides another case that can enable us to understand the process of 

violent primitive accumulation and the early forms it takes as countries forge land 

markets. The case also suggests the need to understand both short- and long-term effects 

of changes in land relations and reallocation of land resources. Further studies would 

enable differentiation between types of land violence and would address other pertinent 

questions: Who is fighting over land, and what are the larger social and economic 

outcomes of this fighting? Why do some land conflicts “spill over” and contribute to civil 

wars, while others remain local and contained? Why is primitive accumulation in land 

often violent, and does that violence vary across historical periods? In sum, the present 

explanation derived from a single case in Africa could be refined through testing across 

other cases in Africa and through cross-regional comparison. 
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Section 5. Recommendations for Development-oriented Policy and 

Planning 

Development planners rank effective land management as fundamental to good 

governance and economic growth, as well as to improved livelihoods in agriculture-based 

economies.495 Researchers have begun to identify the far-reaching negative consequences 

of chaotic land schemes. Land systems are now being incorporated into debates regarding 

food security, preventive health, productive water use and sustainable natural-resource 

management. As such, this study offers lessons for future development planning across a 

wide range of issues.  

 Based on the study, specific policy recommendations may be made for Ghana. 

Ghana must reconsider the position of its traditional aristocracy and customary authorities 

in governance of district assemblies and land. The current policies assume that chiefs are 

benevolent and apolitical leaders in communities, and that customary systems accurately 

represent the customary subjects. However, this belies the close relationship between the 

traditional aristocracy, the political process, and the appropriation of natural resources by 

the ruling class. The case shows collusion between chiefs and political patrons in 

reallocating land to suit the interests of the ruling class and deprive customary subjects of 

its use. It shows that the relationship between chiefs and subjects is fractious. It also 

confirms that the constitutional provision for state non-intervention in chieftaincies has 

not reduced political interference. Similarly, rules prohibiting chiefs from political-party 

activity have not ensured neutrality. And the state has not carried out the requirement for 

                                                             
495 Deininger and Binswanger, “The Evolution of the World Bank’s Land Policy.” 
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representation of the marginalized despite its quota on district assemblies and through 

unit committees in the communities. The customary authorities, whether land priest, 

queen mother or chief, does not automatically provide “social capital” that can be 

mobilized for development. A significant lesson from the study is that mechanisms to 

defend the rights of subjects, and not just to preserve chieftaincies, must be implemented. 

An additional policy message specific to Ghana concerns the payment of royalties. 

Royalties are the annual ground rents due to the traditional authorities on all leases; the 

Office of the Administrator of Stool Lands is responsible for collecting these royalties. 

The research in this case revealed the state’s refusal to pay royalties accruing to stools in 

cases of chieftaincy disputes. The state argues that it cannot identify the chief to whom to 

make payments. It is not surprising that a large number of chieftaincies in areas with 

rapidly rising land values are under dispute; greater Accra is an example. The case also 

suggests that revenues garnered from land leases generally do not benefit customary 

subjects. Customary authorities may allocate high-value lands for lease, but their 

customary subjects often lack adequate infrastructure and social services, such as primary 

schools. The recommendation that follows from this context is to pay royalties into trusts 

or foundations targeted at specific social programs and projects in those customary areas. 

Techniques exist and are used in other sectors, such as water rights, to incorporate local 

communities into decision-making on intervention, the type of infrastructure to build, and 

the location of the project(s). These methods could be used to identify the best use of land 

royalties with customary subjects, and this process could be undertaken regardless of 

chieftaincy succession disputes. The process could then be managed through strengthened 
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unit committees of local assemblies. It is likely that the ruling class will still attempt to 

control those resources, but this new institutional arrangement would encourage greater 

participation of local communities in the use of land revenues and in local government 

structures as a means of ensuring accountability and reducing conflict.  

The case also holds lessons for policy beyond Ghana. Certainly, the case suggests 

improvements to program design in good governance. Donors continue to advocate for 

democracy for greater accountability of governments. Donors, as well as scholars, 

evaluate the presence of democracy through the observation of periodic “free and fair” 

elections and through changes to the political party in power. By those measures, Ghana 

is a relatively institutionalized democracy. But Ghana’s experience illustrates the 

limitations of that approach. It also raises examples for future interventions in 

democratization. 

First, democracy cannot be evaluated based on a series of elections. As Ghana shows, 

elections do not generate equal participation of all elements of society in governance; nor 

do they ensure accountability of elected leaders. Democracy in Ghana has been a process 

under continual negotiation, with the most powerful factions dominating the subaltern 

classes. Ghanaians must develop more effective measures for success in democracy. To 

achieve any measurable progress in accountability, they must put into place processes 

that ensure broad representation, enforcement of positive rights, and equal access to 

justice.  

Second, democratic elections do not ensure rights, such as the right to justice, to 

citizens. Notably, subaltern classes in Ghana perceive a loss of land rights and a 



281 
 

  

continuing lack of access to justice since the introduction of democracy. Arbitration 

programs sometimes place the customary authorities as arbiters, rendering the service 

ineffective for most land cases. Access to arbitration can also be too costly for the poor. 

A decentralized system of courts that does not require lawyers or demand high fees could 

help to ensure access to justice for the poor. The government must take steps to 

institutionalize and ensure citizens’ most important rights. 

Third, the institutional reform process is a critical stage in the transition to 

democracy. Within this process, the destruction of old institutions is as important as the 

creation of new ones. Most notably from the Ghana case, dismantling security services 

does not prevent the ruling class from controlling the coercive apparatus of the state. On 

the contrary, the withdrawal of security services leaves gaps in policing and in the 

prevention of corruption and violence, and the rise of crime and violence curtails the 

freedoms promised during the introduction of democracy. Evidence from the Ghana case 

suggests that if security declines, the public will lose confidence in the democratic 

dispensation.  Security services, including the agencies responsible for combating fraud 

and corruption, should not be stripped down with the advent of democracy. States must 

retain their monopoly on coercive force as an essential part of ensuring peace and 

stability. 

An additional lesson derived from the case is that effective land policy is not 

necessarily guaranteed by the creation of “property rights” institutions such as title 

registries. This lesson translates into specific recommendations. First, the government 

must design institutions to ensure that subaltern classes have access to the same services 
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as the ruling class. Schemes exist in other sectors, such as microfinance and education, to 

ensure the provision of services to those who are illiterate, undocumented, and too poor 

to pay. Institutions and procedures from the PNDC provide models for reforming land-

related institutions to ensure this access. Second, the government must augment title 

institutions by establishing or strengthening institutions that enforce the titles. As the case 

of Ghana shows, a title has little meaning in a context where “conquest” of land is 

defended by “retainers,” no matter who holds a title that is registered with state 

institutions. Titles will not provide security for credit and investment unless they actually 

secure ownership or leases. Land-administration projects will deliver none of the positive 

outcomes promised by donors and policymakers until there is an effective system to 

ensure equal access to titling, as well as enforcement of titles.  

The above recommendations for policymakers and decision-makers are useful for 

discussion. However, the recommendations must be qualified. This study concluded that 

formal institutions such as constitutions, land policies, title regimes, and land 

management authorities, fail not because of poor policy or low capacity. They fail instead 

because the ruling class implements policies that ensure land transfers from customary 

users to the ruling class. This is likely to continue until the majority of land has been 

reallocated to the ruling class. In short, policies are not the primary problem in land 

governance; the problem is that that they are implemented according to the political and 

financial interests of the ruling class. Policy discussions have value only when they 

consider political imperatives and class relations in a real context. Until fruitful 
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discussions take place, outcomes will continue to bear scant resemblance to the positive 

results anticipated by theorists, donors, and policymakers.   

 

Conclusion: Consequences of the Violence over Land 

This study does not seek to argue that democracy is the primary cause of violence 

over land. Democracy is an idea, or set of ideas, which cannot act, and therefore, cannot 

cause violence. However, democracy is transformed from ideas into institutions, rules 

and practices by people in a society “organized” into classes. It is these classes that 

determine the shape of the democratic institutions, which includes the important property 

rights institution. The factors of causation relate to those classes. In Ghana, the ruling 

class is divided and its primary objective is to consolidate power and keep power. 

Therefore, it shaped the democratic institutions and property rights institutions to achieve 

those ends. Multi-party elections occurred in the context of intra-ruling class competition 

as factions sought to consolidate their power, not to consolidate institutions that were 

representative or created equality. Ultimately, the argument is that the real causal factor 

for violence over land was the intra-ruling class conflict. 

The conclusion to this study requires a return to the definition of violence. This 

study defined violence narrowly to enable a focused inquiry into the causes of harmful 

action and physical confrontation over land. That research contributes to the larger body 

of literature on land conflict in developing economies. It provides a detailed case study on 

the political origins of a violent land market, which is characterized by pernicious conflict 

that does not spread into larger civil war. The cause of this type of land violence is the 
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ruling-class use of coercive force, alongside bureaucratic authority, to control land 

allocation as a means to gain dominance and state power. However, it is important to 

return to the “comprehensive” definition of violence to understand the long-term 

consequences of this intra-class struggle on customary land holders. 

A broader definition of violence incorporates psychological damage, economic 

deprivation, and denial of rights. Those alienated from the land, as opposed to those who 

suffer injury or death from the immediate combat over land, are the clear victims of 

violence as broadly defined. In the letter of the law, Ghana’s poor – the peasant and 

smallholder farmers, fisher folk, and artisanal miners – retain their rights to the land. The 

customary right to land is enshrined in the constitution and no Ghanaian may be landless. 

Yet, such land ownership is meaningless without the actual right to use the land. The 

‘landed’ poor will become unable to rely on customary land as part of a livelihood 

strategy. Furthermore, the same people will be unlikely to reclaim their right to land in 

future decades when current leases expire. As such, they will continue to be excluded and 

land will be reallocated according to the principles of the ‘free’ real estate market. The 

ruling class is forming alongside this land market, but the dispossessed are those who 

suffer the greatest violence.  

 



285 
 

  

Bibliography 

Addo-Fening, R. Akyem Abuakwa 1700-1943: From Ofori Panin to Sir Ofori Atta. 

Trondheim: Norwegian University of Science and Technology, Faculty of Arts, 2000. 

 

Addo-Fening, R. "Chieftancy and Issues of Good Governance, Accountability and 

Development: A Case Study of Akyem Abuakwa under Okyenhene Ofori Atta I, 1912- 

1943." In Chieftancy in Ghana: Culture, Governance and Development, edited by Irene 

K. Odotei and Albert K. Awedoba.  Accra: Sub-Saharan Publishers, 2006.  

 

Agboton-Johnson, C., E. Adedeji and L. Mazal. “Small Arms Control in Ghana, Nigeria 

and Senegal.” West Africa Series, No. 2 (English). London: International Alert, 2004.  

 

Agyeman-Duah, Baffour. "Ghana, 1982-1986: The Politics of the P.N.D.C." The Journal 

of Modern African Studies 25, no. 4 (1987): 613-642. 

 

Agyeman-Duah, Baffuor. Curbing Corruption and Improving Economic Governance: 

The Case of Ghana. Accra: Center for Democracy and Development, n.d.. 

 

Aidoo, Thomas Maxwell. "Political Involvement in a Democratizing Neo-patrimonial 

Polity: The Case of Ghana - 1992-2000." Research Review: Institute of African Studies 

22, no. 2 (2006): 13-36.  

 



286 
 

  

Amanor, Kojo S. “Global Restructuring and Land Rights in Ghana: Forest Food Chains, 

Timber and Rural Livelihoods.” Research Report, No. 108. Uppsala, Sweden: Nordiska 

Afrikaininstitutet, 1999. 

 

Amanor, Kojo S. “Land, Labour and Family in Southern Ghana: A Critique of Land 

Policy under Neo-libearlism.” Research Report, No. 116. Uppsala: Nordiska 

Afrikainstitutet, 2001. 

 

Amanor, Kojo S. "Night Harvesters, Forest Hoods and Saboteurs: Struggles over Land 

Expropriations in Ghana." In Reclaiming the Land: The Resurgence of Rural Movements 

in Africa, Asia and Latin America, edited by Sam Moyo and Paris Yeros. London and 

New York: Zed Books, 2005. 

 

Amnesty International. “Colombia: Hacienda Bellacruz: Land, violence and paramilitary 

power. Amnesty International.” AMR 23/006/1997, February 1, 1997. Accessed 

http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/45b899242.html. 

 

Andre', Catherine and Jean-Phillipe Platteau. "Land Relations under Unbearable Stress: 

Rwanda Caught in the Malthusian Trap." Journal of Economic Behavior and 

Organization 34 (1998): 1-47.  



287 
 

  

Aning, E. Kwesi. “The Anatomy of Ghana’s Secret Arms Industry.”  Armed and Aimless: 

Armed Groups, Guns and Human Security in the ECOWAS Region. Geneva: UNODC, 

2005. 

 

Aning, Kwesi E. "Chieftancy, Land Conflicts and Conflict Resolution Mechanisms in 

Ghana."  Accra: Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping Training Centre, 2005. 

 

Aning, Kwesi E. "An Overview of the Ghana Police Service." Journal of Security Sector 

Management 4, no. 2 (2006): 1-37. 

 

Appiahene-Gyamfi, J. “An Analysis of the Broad Crime Trends and Patterns in Ghana.” 

Journal of Criminal Justice 30 (2002): 229-243. 

 

Arthur, Peter. "Promoting a Local Entrepreneurial Class in Ghana: The Issues and 

Problems." Canadian Journal of African Studies 39, no. 3 (2005): 427-459. 

 

Asabre, P. K. "The Determinants of Land Values in an African city: The Case of Accra, 

Ghana." Land Economics 57, no. 3 (1981): 385-397. 

 

Asante, S. K. B. Property Law and Social Goals in Ghana, 1844-1966 (Accra: Ghana 

Universities Press, 1975). 

 



288 
 

  

Assibey-Mensah, George O. "Budgeting in Ghana: Innovations, Problems and 

Prospects." Public Budgeting and Finance 17, no. 2 (1997): 89-113. 

  

Atwood, D. A. “Land Registration in Africa: The Impact on Agricultural Production.” 

World Development 18, no. 5 (1990): 659-671. 

 

Ault, D. E. and G. L. Rutman, “The Development of Individual Rights to Property in 

Tribal Africa,” Journal of Law and Economics 22, no. 1 (April 1979): 163-182. 

 

Ault, D. E. and G. L. Rutman. “Land Scarcity, Property Rights and Resource Allocation 

in Agriculture: Eastern and Southern Africa,” South African Journal of Economics 61, no. 

1 (March 1993): 20-28. 

 

Austin, D. and R. Luckham. Politicians and Soldiers in Ghana: 1966-1972. London: 

Cass, 1975. 

 

Austin, D.. Ghana Observed: Essays on the Politics of a West African Republic. 

Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1976. 

Ayee, Joseph R. A. "A Decade of Accountability under Ghana's Provisional National 

Defence Council (P.N.D.C.) Government." Research Review 10, no. 1 and 2 (1994): 61-

76. 

 



289 
 

  

Ayee, Joseph R. A. "Conflict Resolution and Grievance Redressing Mechanism at the 

District Level in Ghana: Myth or Reality." In Democracy and Conflict Resolution in 

Ghana, edited by Mike Oquaye. Accra: Frederich Ebert Foundation/Gold-Type 

Publication, 1995. 

 

Ayee, Joseph R. A. "Some Thoughts on the Institutional Representation of Chiefs in the 

District Assemblies and the Sub-district Structures." In Chieftancy in Ghana: Culture, 

Governance and Development, edited by Irene K. Odotei and Albert K. Awedoba. Accra: 

Sub-Saharan Publishers, 2006. 

 

Azam, Jean-Paul. “The Redistributive State and Conflicts in Africa.” Journal of Peace 

Research 38, no. 4 (2001): 429-444. 

 

Baer, Denise and Bryan Shari. "Money in Politics: A Study of Party Financing Practices 

in 22 Countries." Washington, D.C.: National Democratic Institute for International 

Affairs, 2005. 

 

Bah, Alhaji. “Micro-disarmament in West Africa: The ECOWAS Moratorium on Small 

Arms and Light Weapons.” African Security Relations 13, no. 3 (2004): 33-46.  

Barber, William J.. “Land Reform and Economic Change Among African Farmers in 

Kenya.” Economic Development and Cultural Change 19, no. 1 (1970): 6-24. 

 



290 
 

  

Barrows, Richard L. and Michael Roth. “Land tenure and Investment in African 

Agriculture: Theory and Evidence.” The Journal of Modern African Studies 28, no. 2 

(1990): 265-297.  

 

Bassett, T.J. and D. E. Crummey, eds. Land in African Agrarian Systems. Madison, WI: 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1993. 

 

Bates, Robert. Markets and States in Tropical Africa: The Political Basis of Agricultural 

Policies. Berkeley, CA: California University Press, 1994. 

 

Bawumia, M. “Understanding the Rural-Urban Voting Patterns in the 1992 Ghanaian 

Presidential Election: A Closer Look at the Distributional Impact of Ghana’s Structural 

Adjustment Programme.” The Journal of Modern African Studies 36, no. 1 (1998): 47-70. 

 

Bay, Edna G.. "Introduction." In States of Violence: Politics, Youth and Memory in 

Contemporary Africa, edited by Edna G. Bay & Donald L. Donham. Charlottesville and 

London: University of Virginia Press, 2006. 

 

Bay, Edna G. and Donald L. Donham, eds. States of Violence: Politics, Youth and 

Memory in Contemporary Africa. Charlottesville and London: University of Virginia 

Press, 2006. 

 



291 
 

  

Bayart, Jean-Francois. The State in Africa: Politics of the Belly. London: Longmans, 

1993.  

 

Bayart, Jean-Francois. Africa Works: Disorder as Political Instrument. Oxford: James 

Currey, 1999. 

 

Bayart, Jean-Francois, Stephen Ellis and Beatrice Hibou. The Criminalization of the State 

in Africa. Oxford and Indiana: James Currey and Indiana University Press, 1999. 

 

Beissinger, Mark R. and Crawford Young, eds. Beyond state crisis? Postcolonial Africa 

and Post-Soviet Eurasia in Comparative Perspective. Washington, D.C.: Woodrow 

Wilson Center Press, 2002. 

 

Benjaminsen, Tor A. & Christian Lund, eds. Securing Land Rights in Africa. London: 

Frank Cass, 2003. 

 

Berdal, Mats & David Malone, eds. Greed and Grievance: Economic Agendas in Civil 

Wars. London and Boulder, CO: IDRC/Lynne Rienner, 2000. 

 

Berman, Bruce. “‘A Palimpsest of Contradictions’: Ethnicity, Class and Politics in 

Africa.” International Journal of African Historical Studies, 37 (1) (2004): 13-31. 

 



292 
 

  

Bernstein, Henry. "Rural Land and Land Conflicts in Sub-Saharan Africa." In Reclaiming 

the Land: The Resurgence of Rural Movements in Africa, Asia and Latin America, edited 

by Sam Moyo & Paris Yeros. London and New York: Zed Books, 2005.  

 

Berry, Sara. “Hegemony on a Shoestring: Indirect Rule and Access to Agricultural 

Land.” Africa 62, no. 3 (1992): 327-355. 

 

Berry, Sara. Chiefs Know Their Boundaries: Essays on Property, Power and the Past in 

Asante, 1896-1996. Portsmouth, NH: Heineman/Oxford: James Curry/Capetown: David 

Phillip, 2001. 

 

Berry, Sara. “Debating the Land Question in Africa.” Comparative Studies in Society and 

History 44, no. 4 (2002): 638-668. 

 

Bestemen, Catherine. Unraveling Somalia: Race, Violence and the Legacy of Slavery. 

Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999. 

 

Boafo-Arthur, Kwame. "Ghana's Politics of International Economic Relations under the 

PNDC, 1982-1992." African Study Monograph  20, no. 2 (1999): 73-98. 

 

Boafo-Arthur, Kwame. "Chieftancy and Politics in Ghana since 1982," West Africa 

Review 3, no. 1, (2001): 1-16. 



293 
 

  

 

Boahen, Adu. “Ghana: Conflict Reoriented.” In Governance as Conflict Management: 

Politics and Violence in West Africa, edited by I. William Zartman. Washington, D.C.: 

Brookings Institution Press, 1984. 

 

Bobo, Benjamin. "Population Density, Housing Demand and Land Values: The Case of 

Accra, Ghana." Journal of African Studies 4, no. 2 (1977): 140-160. 

 

Bobrow-Strain, Aaron. Intimate Enemies: Landowners, Power and Violence in Chiapas. 

Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2007.  

 

Bratton, Michael. “Formal Versus Informal Institutions in Africa.” Journal of Democracy 

18, no. 3 (2007): 96-110. 

 

Bratton, Michael and Nicolas van de Walla. “Popular Protest and Political Reform in 

Africa.” Comparative Politics 24, no. 4 (July 1992): 419-442.  

 

Bratton, Michael and Nicolas van de Walle. Democratic Experiments in Africa: Regime 

Transitions in Comparative Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997. 

 



294 
 

  

Bruce, John W. “Land Tenure Issues in Project Design and Strategies for Agricultural 

Development in sub-Saharan Africa” Land Tenure Center Paper No. 128. Madison, 

Wisc.: University of Wisconsin, 1986. 

 

Bruce, J.W. and S. E. Migot-Adholla. Searching for Land Tenure Security in Africa. 

Washington, D. C.: World Bank, (1994). 

Bryceson, D. “Disappearing Peasantries? Rural Labour Redundancy in the Neo-liberal 

Era and Beyond.” In Disappearing Peasantries? Rural Labour in Africa, Asia and Latin 

America, edited by D. F. Bryceson, C. Kay & J. Mooij,  299–326. London: Intermediate 

Technology Publications, 2000. 

 

Bryceson, D. F. and L. Bank. “End of an Era: African Development Policy Parallax.” 

Journal of Contemporary African Studies 19, no. 1 (2001): 5-23. 

 

Callaghy, Thomas M. “State, Choice and Context: Comparative Reflections on Reform 

and Intractability.” In The New Realism in Sub-Saharan Africa, edited by E. Apter & C. 

Rosberg. Charlottesville, VA: University Press of Virginia, 2003. 

 

Chabal, P. and J. P. Daloz. Africa Works: Disorder as Political Instrument. Bloomington, 

ID: James Currey,1999. 

 



295 
 

  

Chazan, Naomi. An Anatomy of Ghanaian Politics: Managing Political Recession, 1969-

1982. Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1983. 

 

Chazan, Naomi  and Deborah Pellow. Ghana: Coping with Uncertainty. Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press, 1986. 

 

Collier, P. “Doing Well Out of War: An Economic Perspective.” In Greed and 

Grievance: Economic Agendas in Civil Wars, edited Mats Berdal and David Malone. 

London and Boulder, CO: IDRC/Lynne Rienner, 2000. 

 

Collins, P. and E. Hansen, E. "The Army, the State and the 'Rawlings Revolution' in 

Ghana." African Affairs 79, no. 314 (1980): 3-24.  

 

Cramer, Chris. “Homo Economicus Goes to War: Methodological Individualism, 

Rational Choice, and the Political Economy of War.” World Development 15 (2002): 

397-412. 

 

Cramer, Christopher. Violence in Developing Countries: War, Memory, and Progress. 

Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2007.   

 



296 
 

  

Crook, Richard C. and James Manor. Ghana. In Democracy and Decentralisation in 

South Asia and West Africa, edited by Richard C. Crook and James Manor. Cambridge, 

New York and Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1998. 

 

Cudjoe, Samuel M. "The Effects of Head of Family (Accountability) Law 1985 (PNDCL 

114) on Ga Mashi Head of Family." LL. B. Paper, University of Ghana, 1989. 

 

Daloz, Jean-Pascal. “‘Big Men’ in Sub-Saharan Africa: How Elites Accumulate Positions 

and Resources.” Comparative Sociology 2, no. 1 (2003): 271-285. 

 

Dalton, George. “Traditional Production in Primitive African Economies.” Quarterly 

Journal of Economics 76, no. 3 (1962): 360-378. 

 

Daniels, W. C. Ekow. “Some Principles of the Law of Trust in West Africa,” Journal of 

African Law 6, no. 3 (September 1962): 164-178. 

 

Daudelin, Jean. Land and Violence in Post-conflict Situations. Ottawa: The North-South 

Institute and the World Bank, 2003. 

 

Davis, Mike. Planet of Slums. London: Verso, 2007. 

 

Degenaar, J J. “The Concept of Violence.” Politikon 7, no. 1 (1980): 14-27. 



297 
 

  

 

Deininger, K. The Evolution of the World Bank’s Land Policy. Washington, DC: World 

Bank, 1998.  

 

Deininger, K. & Binswanger, H. “The Evolution of the World Bank’s Land Policy: 

Principles, Experience, and Future Challenge.” The World Bank Research Observer 14, 

no. 2 (1999): 247-76.  

 

Deininger, Klaus. Land Policies for Growth and Poverty Reduction. Washington, D.C.: 

The Bank for Reconstruction and Development/The World Bank and Oxford University 

Press, 2003. 

 

Deininger, K. & Castagnini, R.. "Incidence and Impact of Land Conflict in Uganda." 

Policy Research Working Paper. Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2004.  

 

Diamond, Larry. "Class Formation in the Swollen African State." The Journal of Modern 

African Studies 25, no. 4 (1987): 567-596. 

 

Downs, R.E. and S. P. Reyna, eds. Land and Society in Contemporary Africa. Hanover: 

University of New Hampshire, London: University Press of New England, 1988. 

Fairbanks, Jr., Charles H. “Weak States and Private Armies.” In Beyond state crisis? 

Postcolonial Africa and Post-Soviet Eurasia in Comparative Perspective, edited by Mark 



298 
 

  

R. Beissinger and Crawford Young. Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 

2002. 

 

Farhan, Edward and Zaidi Miguel. Do Politicians Reward Their Supporters? Public 

Spending and Incumbency Advantage in Ghana. Berkeley, CA: University of California, 

2003. 

 

Fatton, R. Haiti’s Predatory Republic: The Unending Transition to Democracy. Boulder, 

Co.: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc, 2002. 

 

Feder, G., T. Onchan, Y. Chalamwong and C. Hongladarom. Land Policies and Farm 

Productivity in Thailand. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988.  

 

Firmin-Sellers, K. “The Politics of Property Rights.” The American Political Science 

Review 89, no. 4 (1995): 867-881. 

 

Firmin-Sellers, K. and P. Sellers. “Expected Failures and Unexpected Successes of Land 

Titling in Africa.” World Development 27, no. 7 (1999): 1115-1128. 

 

Fisk, E. K. and R. T. Shand. “The Early Stages of Development in a Primitive Economy: 

The Evolution from Subsistence to Trade and Specialization.” In Subsistence Agriculture 



299 
 

  

and Economic Development, edited by Clifton R. Wharton, Jr. Chicago. Aldine 

Publishing Co, 1969. 

 

Freund, Bill. The Making of Contemporary Africa: The Development of African Society 

Since 1800. Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1998.  

 

Ghana Integrity Initiative. “Ghana’s CPI Score Worsens.” GII Alert 12 (December, 

2006). 

 

"Global Integrity Scorecard: Ghana 2009." Accessed at: 

report.globaintegrity.org/Ghana/2009. 

 

Gocking, Roger S. "Indirect Rule in the Gold Coast: Competition for Office and the 

Invention of Tradition." Canadian Journal of African Studies 28, no. 3 (1994): 421-446.    

 

Goheen, Miriam. “Chiefs, Sub-chiefs and Local Control: Negotiations Over Land, 

Struggles Over Meaning.” Africa 62, no. 3 (1992): 389-412.  

 

Goody, Jack. "Rice-burning and the Green Revolution in Northern Ghana." The Journal 

of Development Studies 16, no. 2 (1980): 136-155. 

 



300 
 

  

Government of Ghana. Programme for Reconstruction and Development. Accra: 

Government of Ghana, 1982. 

 

Grant, Richard. "The Emergence of Gated Communities in a West African Context: 

Evidence from Greater Accra, Ghana," Urban Geography 26, no. 8 (2005): 661-683. 

 

Gray, Leslie and Michael Kevane. “Diminished Access, Diverted Exclusion: Women and 

Land Tenure in Sub-Saharan Africa.” African Studies Review 42, no. 2 (1999): 15-39.  

 

GREDA. "Ghana Housing Report: A Discussion Paper Submitted to the IFC." Accra: 

Ghana Real Estate Developers Association, 2009. 

 

Green, J. K. “Evaluating the Impact of Consolidation of Holdings, Individualization of 

Tenure, and Registration of Title: Lessons from Kenya.” Land Tenure Center Paper No. 

129. Madison: University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1997. 

 

Gurr, Ted R. and Vaughn F. Bishop. "Violent Nations, and Others." Journal of Conflict 

Resolution 20, no. 1 (1976): 79-109. 

 

Hammond, John L. "Law and Disorder: The Brazilian Landless Farmworkers' 

Movement." Bulletin of Latin American Research 18, no. 4 (1999): 469-489. 

 



301 
 

  

Hansen, E. Ghana under Rawlings: Early Years. Lagos: Malthuse Press Limited, 1991.  

 

Hayes, J., M. Roth and L. Zepeda. “Tenure Security, Investment and Productivity in 

Gambian Agriculture: A Generalized Probit Analysis.” American Journal of Agricultural 

Economics 79, no. 2 (1997): 369–382. 

 

Hill, Polly. Migrant Cocoa Farmers of Southern Ghana: A Study in Rural Capitalism. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963. 

 

House of Parliament, Republic of Ghana. "The Parliament of Ghana, Third Meeting. 

Parliamentary Debates." Accra: Ghana Publishing Corporation, 1993. 

 

House of Parliament, Republic of Ghana. "The Parliament of Ghana, Second Meeting. 

Parliamentary Debates." Accra: Ghana Publishing Corporation, 1994. 

 

Howard, Phillip. "Development-induced Displacement in Haiti." Refuge 16, no. 3 (1997):  

4-11. 

 

Hutchful, Eboe. "A Tale of Two Regimes: Imperialism, the Military and Class in Ghana." 

Review of African Political Economy 6, no. 14 (1979): 36-55. 

 



302 
 

  

Hutchful, Eboe. "Military Policy and Reform in Ghana." Journal of Modern African 

Studies 35, (1997): 251-278. 

 

Hutchful, Eboe. Ghana's Adjustment Experience: The Paradox of Reform. Oxford: James 

Currey, 2002. 

 

Hutchful, Eboe. "Pulling Back from the Brink: Ghana's Experience." In Governing 

Insecurity, edited by G. Cawthra and R. Luckham. London: Zed Books, 2003. 

 

Information Services Department. Ghana: Two years of transformation: 1983-84. Accra: 

Government of Ghana, n.d..  

 

Jeffries, Richard. "Ghana: The Political Economy of Personal Rule." In Contemporary 

West African States, edited by Donal Cruise O'Brien, John Dunn and Richard Rathbone. 

Cambridge, New York, Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1989.  

 

Jeffries, Richard. "Urban Popular Attitudes Towards the Economic Recovery Programme 

and the P.N.D.C. Government in Ghana." African Affairs 91, no. 363 (1992): 207-226. 

 

Johnson, Omotunde E. G. “Economic Analysis: The Legal Framework and Land Tenure 

Systems.” Journal of Law and Economics 15, no. 1 (1972): 259-276. 

 



303 
 

  

Kairaba, A. “Country Case Study: Rwanda.” Workshop of The World Bank on Land 

Issues in Africa and the Middle East, in Kampala, Uganda, April-May 2002.  

 

Kandeh, J. D.. Coups from Below: Armed Subalterns and State Power in West Africa. 

New York and Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004. 

 

Kanyinga, Karuti. “Redistribution from Above: The Politics of Land Rights and 

Squatting in Coastal Kenya.” Research Report, No. 115. Uppsala, Sweden: Nordiska 

Africainstitutet, 2000. 

 

Kasfir, Nelson, ed. State and Class in Africa (London: Frank Cass, 1984).  

 

Kay, Cristobal. "Reflections on Rural Violence in Latin America." Third World 

Quarterly 22, no. 5 (2001): 741-775. 

 

Kennedy, Paul. "Political Barriers to African Capitalism." Journal of Modern African 

Studies 32, no. 2 (2005): 383-393. 

 

Kimble, David. A Political History of Ghana: The Rise of Gold Coast Nationalism. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963.  

 



304 
 

  

King, David J. “Land Reform and Participation of the Rural Poor in the Developmental 

Process of African Countries.” Land Tenure Center, No. 110. Madison: University of 

Wisconsin-Madison, 1973. 

 

Kinsey, Bill H. "Zimbabwe's Land Reform Program: Underinvestment in Post-conflict 

Transformation." World Development 32, no. 10 (2004): 1669-1696. 

 

Kirk, M. “The Context for Livestock and Crop-Livestock Development in Africa: The 

Evolving Role of the State in Influencing Property Rights Over Grazing Resources in 

Sub-Saharan Africa.” In Property rights, risk, and livestock development in Africa, edited 

by N. McCarthy, B. Swallow, M. Kirk, & P. Hazell, 23-54. Paper presented at the 

international symposium on property rights, risk and livestock development, Feldafing, 

Germany, September 1998. 

 

Klopp, Jacqueline. "Pilfering the Public: The Problem of Land Grabbing in 

Contemporary Kenya." Africa Today 47, no. 1 (2000): 7-26. 

 

Kludze, A. K. P. Ewe Law of Property (London: Sweet and Maxwell, 1973). 

 

Kludze, A. K. P. “Accountability of the Head of Family in Ghana: A Statutory Solution 

in Search of a Problem,” Journal of African Law 31, no. 1-2 (March 1987): 107-118. 

 

http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayJournal?jid=JAL


305 
 

  

Konadu-Agyemang, K. "The Best of Times and the Worst of Times: Structural 

Adjustment Programs and Uneven Development in Africa: The Case of Ghana." The 

Professional Geographer 52, no. 3 (2000): 469-483. 

 

Konadu-Agyemang, K.. "Structural Adjustment Policies and Housing Affordability in 

Accra, Ghana." The Canadian Geographer 45, no. 4 (2001): 528-544. 

 

Konadu-Agyemang, Kwadwo. "A Survey of Housing Conditions and Characteristics in 

Accra, an African city." Habitat International 25, no. 1 (2001): 15-34.  

 

Konings, Piet. The State and Rural Class Formation in Ghana: A Comparative Analysis. 

London, Boston, Melbourne, Henley: KPI Limited, 1986. 

 

Kraus, Jon. "Capital, Power and Business Associations in the African Political Economy: 

A Tale of Two Countries, Ghana and Nigeria." Journal of Modern African Studies 40, no. 

3 (2002): 395-436. 

 

Kufuor, K. Oteng. "Private Sector Housing in Ghana: Some of the Legal Aspects of State 

Control since 1982." Journal of African Law 37, no. 1 (1993): 46-51. 

 

Kwame, S. Osei and F. Antwi. "The Impact of Land Delivery and Finance in the Supply 

of Residential Accommodation in the Urban Centres of Ghana: The Case Study of Accra, 



306 
 

  

Tema and Kumasi." Masters of Science Thesis, No. 229. Department of Real Estate and 

Construction, Real Estate and Construction Economics, Royal Institute of Technology, 

Stockholm, Sweden, 2004. 

 

Larbi, Wordsworth Odame. “Urban Land Policies and the Delivery of Developable Land 

in Ghana.” PhD thesis, Department of Land Management and Development, University 

of Reading, 1994. 

 

Lartey, Ernest and Kwesi Aning. "Parliamentary Oversight of the Security Sectors: 

Lessons from Ghana." In Parliamentary Oversight of the Security Sector in West Africa: 

Security Sector Reform as Conflict Prevention? New York: Center on International 

Cooperation, New York University, 2009.  

 

Le Billon, Phillipe."The Political Ecology of war: Natural Resources and Armed 

Conflict." Political Geography 20 (2001): 561-584. 

 

Leblang, David. “Property Rights, Democracy and Economic Growth.” Political 

Research Quarterly 49, no. 1 (1996): 5-26. 

 

Legal Sub-Committee of the Transitional Team, eds. "Transition Report." Accra: 

Government of Ghana, 2009. 

 



307 
 

  

Linberg, Steffan. “It’s Our Time to ‘Chop’: Do Elections in Africa Feed 

Neopatrimonialism Rather than Counter-act It?” Democratization 10, no. 2 (2003): 121-

140.  

 

Magnusson, Bruce A. “Democratization and Domestic Insecurity: Navigating the 

Transition in Benin.” Comparative Politics 33, no. 2 (2001): 211-230. 

 

Malik, Arun & Robert M. Schwab. “Optimal Investments to Establish Property Rights in 

Land.” Journal of Urban Economics 29 (1991): 295-309. 

 

Malpezzi, S. & Mayo, S. "The Demand for Housing in Developing Countries." Economic 

Development and Cultural Change 35, no. 4 (1997): 687-721.  

 

Mamdani, M. Citizen and Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late 

Colonialism. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996. 

 

Markovitz, Irving L. Power and Class in Africa. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall 

Inc., 1977.  

 

Markovitz, I. L. Studies in Power and Class in Africa, New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1987.  

 



308 
 

  

Marshall, Judith. "The State of Ambivalence: Right and Left Options in Ghana." Review 

of African Political Economy 5 (1976): 49-62. 

 

Martin, M. “Neither Phoenix nor Icarus: Negotiating Economic Reform in Ghana and 

Zambia, 1983-1992.” In Hemmed In: Responses to Africa’s Economic Decline, edited by 

T. Callaghy and J. Ravenhill. New York: Columbia University Press, 2003. 

 

Migot-Adholla, S., P. Hazell, B. Blarel and F. Place. “Indigenous Land Rights Systems in 

Sub-Saharan Africa: A Constraint on Productivity?” World Bank Economic Review 5, no.1 

(1991): 155-75. 

 

Mikell, Gwendolyn. "Peasant Politicisation and Economic Recuperation in Ghana: Local 

and National Dilemmas." The Journal of Modern African Studies 27, no. 3 (1989): 455-

478. 

 

Miliband, R.. The State in Capitalist Society. New York: Basic Books, 1969. 

 

Moore, David. “Zimbabwe’s Triple Crisis: Primitive Accumulation, Nation-state 

Formation and Democratisation in the Age of Neo-liberal Globalisation.” African Studies 

Quarterly 7, no. 2-3 (2001): 33-51. 

 



309 
 

  

Moore, Donald S. “Clear Waters and Muddied Histories: Environmental History and the 

Politics of Community in Zimbabwe’s Eastern Highlands.” Journal of Southern African 

Studies 24 (2), (1998): 377-403. 

 

Moyo, S. “African Land Questions, the State and Agrarian Transition: Contradictions of 

Neoliberal Land Reforms.” Working Paper Series. Dakar, Senegal: CODESRIA, 2004. 

Accessed at: http://www.codesria.org/IMG/pdf/Sam_Moyo.pdf. 

 

Moyo, Sam and Paris Yeros, eds. Reclaiming the Land: The Resurgence of Rural 

Movements in Africa, Asia and Latin America. London and New York: Zed Books, 2005. 

 

Ninsin, Kwame A. “Notes on Landlord-tenant Relations in Ghana since 1982.” Research 

Review NS 5, no. 1 (1989): 69-76. 

 

Noronha, R. “A Review of the Literature on Land Tenure Systems in Sub-Saharan 

Africa.” Research Unit, Agricultural and Rural Development Department. Washington, 

D.C.: The World Bank, 1985. 

 

North, Douglass C. Structure and Change in Economic History. New York: W. W. 

Norton, 1981. 

 



310 
 

  

Nugent, Paul. Big Men, Small Boys and Politics in Ghana. Accra: Asempa Publishers, 

1996. 

 

O'Brien, Donal Cruise, John Dunn and Richard Rathbone, eds.  Contemporary West 

African States. Cambridge, New York, Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1989. 

 

Odgaard, Rie “ Scrambling for Land in Tanzania: Process of Formalisation and 

Legitimisation for Land Rights.” In Securing Land Rights in Africa, edited by Tor A. 

Benjaminsen and Christian Lund, 71-88. London: Frank Cass, 2003. 

 

Odotei, Irene K. and Albert K. Awedoba. Chieftancy in Ghana: Culture, Governance and 

Development. Accra: Sub-Saharan Publishers, 2006. 

 

Opoku, Darko K. "Political Dilemmas of Indigenous Capitalist Development in Africa: 

Ghana Under the Provisional National Defence Council." Africa Today 55, no. 2 (2008): 

25-51. 

 

Oquaye, Mike, ed. Democracy and Conflict Resolution in Ghana. Accra: Frederich Ebert 

Foundation/Gold-Type Publication, 1995. 

 

Oquaye, M. Politics in Ghana, 1982-1992: Rawlings, Revolution and Populist 

Democracy. New Dehli: Thompson Press Ltd., 2004.  



311 
 

  

 

Parker, John. Making the Town: Ga State and Society in Early Colonial Accra. 

Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2003. 

Perelman, Michael. The Invention of Capitalism: Classical Political Economy and the 

Secret History of Primitive Accumulation. Durham and London: Duke University Press, 

2000. 

 

Peters, Pauline. Dividing the Commons: Politics, Policy, and Culture in Botswana. 

Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1994. 

 

Peters, Pauline E. “Inequality and Social Conflict Over Land in Africa.” Journal of 

Agrarian Change 4, no. 3 (2004): 269-314. 

 

Pinkney, T. C. and P. K. Kimuyu. “Land Tenure Reform in East Africa: Good, Bad or 

Unimportant?” Journal of African Economies 3, no. 1 (1994): 1-28. 

 

Platteau, J. P. “Land Reform and Structural Adjustment in Sub-Saharan Africa: 

Controversies and Guidelines.” FAO Economic and Social Development Papers, No.107. 

Rome: FAO, 1992. 

 

Platteau, J. D. “The Evolutionary Theory of Land Rights as Applied to Sub-Saharan 

Africa: A Critical Assessment.” Development and Change 27 (1996): 29-86. 



312 
 

  

 

Platteau, J.P. “Does Africa Need Land Reform?” In Evolving Land Rights, Policy and 

Tenure in Africa, edited by C. Toulmin and J. Quan, 51-74. London: IIED, 2000. 

 

Prunier, G. The Rwanda Crisis 1959-1994: History of a Genocide. London: Hurst and 

Co, 1995. 

 

Quarcoopome, S. S. "The Decline of Traditional Authority: The Case of Ga Mashie State 

of Accra." In Chieftancy in Ghana: Culture, Governance and Development, edited by 

Irene K. Odotei and Albert K. Awedoba. Accra: Sub-Saharan Publishers, 2006. 

 

Rakodi, Carole. "Residential Property Markets in African Cities." In The Urban 

Challenge in Africa: Growth and the Management of Its Large Cities edited by Carole 

Rakodi. Tokyo, New York, Paris: United Nations University Press, 1997. 

 

Rakodi, Carole, ed. The Urban Challenge in Africa: Growth and the Management of Its 

Large Cities. Tokyo, New York, Paris: United Nations University Press, 1997. 

 

Reno, W. “War, Markets, and the Reconfiguration of West Africa's Weak States.” 

Comparative Politics 29, no. 4 (1997): 493-510. 

 



313 
 

  

Reno, W. Warlord Politics and African States Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 

1998. 

 

Republic of Ghana. The 1969 Constitution, Tema: Ghana Publishing Corporation, 1969. 

 

Richani, Nazih. Systems of Violence: The Political Economy of War and Peace in 

Colombia. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002. 

 

Rothchild, Donald. "Military Regime Performance: An Appraisal of the Ghana 

Experience." Comparative Politics 12, no. 4 (1980): 459-470. 

 

Sandbrook, R. "Patrons, Clients and Factions: New Dimensions of Conflict Analysis in 

Africa." Canadian Journal of African Studies 5, no. 1 (1972): 104-118.  

 

Sandbrook, Richard and Jay Oelbaum. “The Politics of Economic Decline in Ghana.” 

Democracy and Development 2, no. 3 (1999): 19-20. 

 

Saul, Mahir. “Land Custom in Bare: Agnatic Corporation and Rural Capitalism in 

Western 

Burkina.” In Land in African Agrarian Systems, edited by T.J. Bassett and D.E. 

Crummey, 75-100. Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1993. 

 



314 
 

  

Shipton, P. & Goheen, M. “Understanding African Land-holding: Power, Wealth and 

Meaning.” Africa 62, no. 3 (1992): 307-25. 

 

Shutt, A. K. “‘Everyone Has a Right to Farm’: Generational Conflict in the African 

Freehold Areas of Zimbabwe.” International Land Tenure Conference, Orlando, Florida, 

November 1996.  

 

Sklar, Richard L. Nigerian Political Parties: Power in an Emergent African Nation. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963. 

 

Sklar, Richard L. "The Nature of Class Domination in Africa." The Journal of Modern 

African Studies 17, no. 4 (1979): 531-552. 

 

Soludo, Charles C. “Comparative Institutional Development: Lessons from Rural Land 

Markets in Africa.” Department of Economics, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 2000. 

 

Southgate, C. R. J. and D. Hulme. "Competition, Cooperation and Conflict: The 

Dynamics of Resource Management in Loitokitok, Kenya." In African Enclosures? The 

Social Dynamics of Land and Water edited by P. Woodhouse, H. Bernstein & D. Hulme. 

London: James Currey, 2000. 

 



315 
 

  

Tipple, A. Graham, D. Korboe, Guy Garrod, and Ken Willis. "Housing Supply in Ghana: 

A Study of Accra, Kumasi, and Berekum." Progress in Planning 51, no. 4 (1999): 249-

324. 

 

Toulmin, C. and Julian Quan. Evolving Land Rights, Policy and Tenure in Africa. 

London: DFID/IIED/NRI, 2000.  

 

Tsikata, D. and W. Seini. “Identities, Inequalities and Conflicts in Ghana.” Centre for 

Research on Inequality, Human Security and Ethnicity, Working Paper No. 5. Oxford: 

University of Oxford, 2004.  

 

UNODC. “Transnational Organized Crime in the West African Region.” New York: 

United Nations, 2005. 

 

USCRI. “World Refugee Survey 2004.” Washington, D.C.: United States Committee for 

Refugees and Immigrants, 2004. 

 

Villareal, Andres. "The Social Ecology of Rural Violence: Land Scarcity, the 

Organization of Agricultural Production, and the Presence of the State." American 

Journal of Sociology 110, no. 2 (2004): 313-338.  

 



316 
 

  

Wharton, Jr, Clifton R., ed. Subsistence Agriculture and Economic Development. 

Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co, 1969. 

 

Williams, Donald C. “Reconsidering State and Society in Africa: The Institutional 

Dimension in Land Reform Policies.” Comparative Politics 28, no. 2 (1996): 207-224. 

 

Wood, Ellen Meikins. The Origin of Capitalism. New York: Monthly Review Press, 

1999.   

 

Woodhouse, P., H. Bernstein and D. Hulme, eds. African Enclosures? The Social 

Dynamics of Land and Water. London: James Currey, 2000. 

 

World Bank. "Ghana - Policies and Program for Adjustment." Washington, D.C.: The 

World Bank, 1984. 

 

World Bank. Ghana at a Glance, 2007. Washington, D.C.: 2008. 

 

Ybarra, Megan. "Violent Visions of an Ownership Society: The Land Administration 

Project in Peten, Guatemala." Land Use Policy 26, no. 1 (2009): 44-54. 

 

Yeboah, Ian E. A. “Structural Adjustment and Emerging Urban Form in Accra, Ghana.” 

Africa Today 47 no. 2 (2000): 61-89. 



317 
 

  

 

Yeebo, Zaya. “Ghana: Defense Committees and the Class Struggle.” Review of African 

Political Economy 32 (1985): 64-72. 

 

Zartman, I. William. “Governance as Conflict Management in West Africa.” In 

Governance as Conflict Management: Politics and Violence in West Africa, edited by I. 

William Zartman. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1997. 

 

Zartman, I. William. Governance as Conflict Management: Politics and Violence in West 

Africa, Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1997. 

 


