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Introduction 

The chieftaincy Institution is one of the oldest cultural and political heritages in Africa. It is 
practised in many African countries E.g. Sierra Leone, Ghana, Liberia, Ivory Coast, Botswana 
etc, albeit with similarities and differences in terms of the structure, operations and functions. 
The Chieftaincy as seen today is regarded as a system of local government and an integral 
element of governance in modern democracy.   

Origin of the Institution 

How did the Chieftaincy Institution begin? According to oral tradition, at a point in time when 
people begun to live together, they thought it prudent to nominate or elect someone who will be 
their leader. Most often they looked out for somebody who was outspoken, pro-active and had 
leadership qualities. With time, it gradually developed into a well-structured system which today 
has become the institution of Chieftaincy with the creation of stools and skins as symbols of 
kingship and authority. Today, it is one of the best means of projecting and promoting the 
African culture. Prior, to colonization and modernity, the chiefs served as the rulers and 
governors of their societies even though there was what we called (‘head-less’) or non-
centralised communities A chief is a person recognized by his people to rule. It is important to 
note that chiefs derive their power to rule from established customs and traditions 

Key functions of the chiefs 

 Administrative heads (rulers of their communities) 
 Culturally, they symbolize the Culture and Heritage of the people 
 Adjudication functions (judicial roles, settlement of disputes) 
 Military functions (lead their people to war) 
 Agents of development (champion community development) 
 Spiritual function(Prays to the gods for their people) 
 Also considered to be the bond between the dead, the living, and the yet unborn. 
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The Civil State 

There are several theories surrounding the formation of the Modern state system. However, the 
origin of the modern state can be traced to the Westphalian peace treaty in 1648(Munster) 
with two basic principles: Sovereignty and collective security. Under these two principles, a 
demarcated geographical area with a well-established governance structure was to be recognized 
as autonomous and capable of making and unmaking their own laws (sovereignty). Under the 
collective security, any state that attacked another state was to be duly punished by the rest 
coming to act as one.  This treaty in Europe eventually spread to other parts of the globe.  

Functions of the Civil State 

The functions of the modern state are well defined and the governments derive their powers from 
the constitutions. Among the key functions that the leadership of the civil state performs are: 

 Maintenance of law and order(the function of the executive)- reducing vulnerability and 
promoting safety of citizens 

 Adjudication(the function of the judiciary) 
 Enactment of laws (legislature) 
 Defending the State  
 Provision of goods and services especially those above the means of citizens etc 

Formation of states in Africa  

Many of the states in Africa were formed in the late 1950s and 1960s after they had struggled to 
gain independence from their colonial masters.  After gaining independence and establishing 
themselves as sovereign states, many of them combined their traditional political systems and 
cultural and customary practices with the western political culture that they had inherited.   

Chieftaincy was one of the institutions that coexisted with the colonial administration and 
integrated into the newly found states. The British used a form of local governance called 
Indirect Rule by establishing decentralized structures through native administrative institutions to 
facilitate local participation. Distinguished chiefs played a prominent role in the administration 
of local government by maintaining law and order, collecting taxes, settling disputes and 
managing socio-economic development even though in some instances this led not only to open 
abuse and misconduct by some traditional authorities to the detriment of community members, 
but also caused conflicts between them and their subjects.  

Chiefs and the civil state: the Ghanaian context  

Chieftaincy in Ghana and the Chieftaincy institution is one of the most influential Ghanaian 
characteristics that shape collective, group and individual worldviews about culture and the 
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Ghanaian traditional heritage; consequently the political leadership dares not undermine its 
credibility without experiencing political and socio-cultural repercussions. Although not openly 
articulated inter-group competition in the modern democratic state is often along the lines of 
Chiefs (Bombande, 2011).  

 Like many African countries the Chieftaincy Institution in Ghana is guaranteed by the National 
Constitution of 1992.  Article 270(1) of the Constitution of Ghana clearly states that the 
Institution of Chieftaincy, together with its Traditional Councils as established by customary law 
and usage is hereby guaranteed and recognized as a countervailing force in contributing to 
Ghana's democratic dispensation. 

 It further  defines who a chief is in Article 277; “chief means a person, who, hailing from the 
appropriate family and lineage, who has been validly nominated, elected or selected and 
enstooled, enskinned or installed as a chief or queen mother in accordance with the relevant 
customary law and usage” (Republic of Ghana Constitution, 1992). It adds that 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. 

 Apart from giving codes of ethics for chiefs, violation of which can lead to disskinment or 
disstoolment it forbids chiefs from “active” engagement in party politics. Consequently any chief 
who wishes to participate in “active” party politics must abdicate his or her stool or skin. The 
objective of this provision is to uphold the sanctity of the traditional values enshrined in the 
Ghanaian culture of the chieftaincy institution and protect the institution from the rancour and 
wrangling associated with partisan politics (A Chief should be father for all). This 
notwithstanding, a chief may be appointed to any public office for which he is otherwise 
qualified. E.g, a former government Statistician was a Chief by name Nana Oti Boateng  

 Chiefs, just like government officials, have become “development agents”, setting up 
Educational Funds, Health Centres etc. Also Chiefs have served as traditional conflict resolution 
experts as well as change agents and leaders of development in their communities, and it is 
against these and other reasons why in Ghana, the chieftaincy institution has shown so much 
resilience that long after colonization, it exists as a viable parallel mode of modern governance.  

The roles of chiefs in Ghana have been summarized by the Asantehene, Otumfuo Osei Tutu II 
(Ayee, 2002): 

Our predecessors engaged in inter-tribal wars, fighting for conquest over territories and 
people. Today, the war should be vigorous and intensive against dehumanization, 
poverty, marginalization, ignorance and disease. Chieftaincy must be used to propel 
economic development through proper lands administration, through facilitating 
investments in our communities, and through codification of customs and traditions 
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making it impossible for imposters to get enstooled and creating unnecessary situations 
for litigation. 

However, the functional relationship between the chiefs and the government officials are clearly 
outlined in order to avoid confusion. Most chiefs continue to be adjudicators and settle disputes 
among their people and serve as the rallying force for unity and culture of their people while the 
central government exercises the ultimate authority and sometimes consult and collaborate with 
chiefs in matters of community development. In this sense traditional institutions are at the heart 
of rural governance and are therefore aids to successful policy implementation by the civil state 
and rural development. Indeed the success and otherwise of rural development depends to a large 
extend on chiefs. This is so because chiefs are closer to their people than would the 
representative of the civil state. Whereas in the past chiefs had their own military force and 
collected taxes within their jurisdiction without any form of external control, today this is the 
preserve of the Civil State. Also in most parts of Ghana, land is owned by chiefs making them 
very powerful. There are instances in which Government officials come into conflict with chiefs 
in matters of administering the state. In most cases the government has the ultimate power under 
the constitution and in fact the instruments of coercion are at the disposal of Government 
officials.  

For example under Nkrumah, in 1954, he excluded the chiefs from the Local Councils and in 
1958, he abolished their courts. He retained the constitutional power of the colonial authorities to 
recognize chiefs, that is, make and unmake chiefs. He took over the administration of the stool 
lands, and put them in charge of the local councils. In the rural areas, the chairmen of the local 
branches of the Convention People’s Party (CPP),  Nkrumah’s political party, became chairmen 
of the Town Development Committees, but  not chiefs as used to be; in certain cases, the chiefs’ 
authority and influence were suspended.  

There is a popular saying that Dr. Kwame Nkrumah was alleged to have said "those of our chiefs 
who are with us […] we do honour […] those […]who join forces with the imperialists […] 
there shall come a time when they will run and leave their sandals behind them; in other words 
chiefs in league with imperialists who obstruct our path […] will one day run away and leave 
their stools. (Accra Evening News, 5 January 1950, Gocking 2005: 94) 

Again Nkrumah is reported to have said the following at a CPP rally in Agona Nyakrom on New 
Year’s Day in 1958: “If you continue to be loyal to me, I will consider extending amenities to 
you. I will extend electricity and pipe‐borne water to all the towns and villages.”  

In a run‐up to a by‐election, one of Nkrumah's minister  was even more direct: “You think I am a 
fool to give you water to drink and you vote against me? After the election if you vote CPP, I 
will give you water to drink.” Unfortunately, his hearers did not seem to like this statement and 
voted for an independent candidate. And as predicted, the piped water supply never saw fruition 
(Rathbone 2000: 148). 
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However, credit must be given to Dr. Nkrumah as he passed the first Chieftaincy Act in 1961, in 
which he streamlined some of the powers of the chiefs. He like many governments after him 
realised that it might be more promising to incorporate Chiefs rather than try to suppress and 
displace them. A momentous shift in the relationship between the state and the traditional 
authorities received much attention with the system of local governance administration under J.J. 
Rawlings who like Nkrumah had earlier disaffection with the Chieftaincy institution but had to 
change his tactics later. As a result, Ghana continuous to witness a strong collaboration between 
governments and traditional authorities in responding to common problems and the management 
of collective resources despite challenges and tensions arising thereof. 

Chieftaincy conflicts in Ghana: the role of the state 

Although the chieftaincy institution has maintained its relevance in the Ghanaian society, its 

greatest challenge has always been succession conflicts and the continuing chieftaincy conflicts, 

especially in the Northern half of the country, has not only undermined the Institution of 

chieftaincy and its legitimacy but has also become a major security threat not only to the areas 

concerned but to the stability of the entire nation (Bombande, 2011). 

Although there are other causes of conflict in Ghana, Chieftaincy succession disputes stands tall. 
Who has the right to be the next chief or king. The death of a chief and the coming in of the next 
has become a recipe for conflict in Ghana especially in the Northern part.  

According to the Minister of Chieftaincy and Religious Affairs, Kofi Dzamesi, there are about 
356 chieftaincy disputes across Ghana.  Most of these disputes are caused by lack of well laid 
down succession plans and in many cases are subject to manipulation.  The succession to the 
throne are based on un-codified customs and practices. These disputes have often resulted in 
intensive and devastating conflicts such as the Dagbon chieftaincy crisis, the Bimbilla 
chieftaincy crisis, Bawku Chieftaincy conflict, Ga Mantse succession dispute and the Anlo 
chieftaincy conflict etc.  

Another major cause of chieftaincy conflict is the ultimate control of resources by Chiefs. In 
Northern Ghana for example Chiefs do not only command considerable respect amongst their 
subjects, they also have access to considerable resources including the labour of their subjects, 
land, livestock, minerals, water and trees of economic value. Also the status of the individual 
among chiefly societies depends on whether his/her father held a title. Title holders are not only 
respected but venerated and revered among their people.  These factors explain why the desire to 
become a chief is high amongst both the rural and the educated urban population in Ghana 
(Arhin 1985; Awedoba and Odotei 2006).  

Due to this unbridled desire to become a chief in many parts of Northern Ghana the contest for 
chieftaincy titles, particularly at the divisional, paramountcy or kingship level, is extremely 
competitive. Aggravating this problem is equally the fact that becoming a chief is not merely a 
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contest between individual members of the royal group, but it also involves the contestants’ 
families, lineages and clans as well as their friends and supporters (Hagan 2006; Tonah 2011).  

It is therefore not surprising that the contest arising from chieftaincy succession often tend to be 
expanded conflicts to involve members of the entire lineage, clan or ethnic group. Therefore 
becoming recurrent, violent and often defying numerous attempts at a resolution by the 
government, traditional authorities and civil society (Linde and Naylor 1999; Bogner 1996, 
2009).  

Besides being violent and protracted, a few chieftaincy conflicts in the north have also been 
politicized, with the ruling government and the main opposition party interfering directly and 
indirectly in the conflict and supporting the different factions in the conflict. Even though the 
Ghanaian Constitution prohibits chiefs from engaging in party politics, the institution is not 
insulated from politics. In most cases individuals and feuding factions contesting for a throne 
align themselves to political parties. This makes it difficult for governments to resolve 
chieftaincy disputes. Any ruling from the courts on chieftaincy conflicts is viewed with political 
lenses. The Bimbilla chieftaincy and the Dagbon Chieftaincy crises are living and classic 
examples.  

An institution responsible for the promotion of peace has rather been plunged into chaos and is 
gradually becoming in many places a curse rather than a blessing and the response of the state is 
very appalling in most cases. The major challenge of the state in dealing with chieftaincy 
conflicts in Ghana is as a result of party politics. It is not uncommon in Ghana to see politician 
seeking the endorsement of Chiefs in order to mobilize votes during election years. 

Some Attempts at Chieftaincy conflict resolutions/management 

Fortunately, for Ghana as a country, the potential for war has long been recognized and efforts 
aimed at addressing any form of unforeseeable eventualities have been thoroughly carved, these 
include the following:  

1. Ministry of Chieftaincy and Religious affairs -Responsible for coordinating Chieftaincy affairs 
and making necessary recommendations to governments. Currently a research project on the 
lines of succession for all paramountcies in Ghana is ongoing. Even though faced with several 
challenges making the process slow. 

2. Establishment of the National Peace Council (NPC) by an Act of Parliament. A National Peace 
infrastructure with offices nationwide for the promotion of peace and mitigation of conflicts in 
Ghana. 

3.  Proactive Civil Society Organizations engagements e.g The Ghana Catholic Bishops 
Conference, Christian Council of Churches, etc  periodically monitor government behavior in 
relation to communal conflicts and putting pressure on government to improve their performance 
in this regard. 
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4. Imposition of state of emergences (curfews) in areas with sporadic conflicts usually with 
heavy presence of the security by the government. Added to the presence of the Security is the 
willingness of the vast majority of the youth not to allow themselves to be used for violent 
activities. 

5. Attempts have also been made by various agencies facilitated by the state to establish a 
database of conflict zones and to design early warning systems to help pre-empt violence and 
deal with them proactively E.g. NPC, WANEP, UNDP, etc 

Concretely, following the Yendi Chieftaincy conflict, the Government set up the Wuaku 
Commission of inquiry to determine the facts leading to the escalation in violence and to identify 
the perpetrators of the Conflict in Yendi. After the Commission completed its work, the 
Government accepted its report and issued a white paper relating to its implementation.  

Also the President set up a Committee of three eminent chiefs under the chairmanship of the 
Asantehene, to look primarily at the traditional issues relating to the conflict. This committee has 
worked with the two royal families to produce a road map that is intended to lead to the 
restoration of peace. It is sad to say that the implementation has been facing numerous challenges 
revealing further the protracted nature of such intra-communal conflicts. 

Catholic Church and Conflict resolution/management in Northern Ghana 

Over the years the Church in Ghana like other Civil Society Organisations has not relented in its 
efforts at peace building and conflict mitigation especially in conflict prone areas. As what the 
government often does and continues to do in times of conflict is to offer short-term solutions 
such as imposition of state of emergency in the areas concerned, visitation by high powered 
government officials to the area and to affected victims especially in the hospitals with very high 
Media reportage. These measures undoubtedly do not offer long term solutions to the underlying 
causes of the conflict as citizens of the area continue to suffer the cancerous effects of such 
conflicts without any further support from the State.  

Also the government most often than not is unable to gain the trust of the feuding factions due to 
a multiplicity of reasons hence its inability to amicably resolve conflicts expeditiously as it 
should. The Church therefore comes in not only to complement government efforts but to fill in 
this gab. The Church is on the ground and is planted among the people, and subjected to the 
same political administration and governance structures as existing by law. The Church 
leverages on its presence in almost every village, town or city to offer home grown solutions to 
home grown problems. Taking up more proactive role in peacebuilding than would the 
government(Cobb,2015). 

Almost all the five dioceses of Northern Ghana have recorded one form of conflict or other. But 

the worst affected of them all is the Catholic Diocese of Yendi which has almost become a 
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‘’headquarters’’ of violent communal conflicts in Northern Ghana. Many of the conflicts mapped 

in the Northern Region occurred in or took their roots from the Yendi Diocese located in the 

North-Eastern corridor of Ghana. These include the 1994 ethnic conflict between the 

Konkombas and the Dagombas, the Dagbon chieftaincy crisis which led to the murder of the Ya 

Naa (Yakubu Andani II) in 2002 and the recent chieftaincy conflict among the Nanumba people 

ongoing since 1999. Apart from Chieftaincy succession disputes others have also identified 

poverty as the underpinning cause of these conflicts.  

The proactive disposition of the Church in conflict resolution inspired Bishop Vincent Boi-Nai 

(Catholic Bishop of Yendi), to start a Peace Initiative for the integration of Dagbon and 

Konkombas after the devastative ethnic conflict between the two groups in 1994. According to 

him, it is impossible to "preach to people who are fighting". When there is peace, there is 

development as the Church exists not only for evangelization but for integral human 

development (Boi-Nai, 2015). This Initiative was later renamed the Yendi Peace Committee in 

2001 as it had to help in restoring peace in Yendi after the murder of the King of Dagbon.  The 

Committee used persons from different religious and political groupings to help reduce the 

tension between the two parties. The Catholic Church in Yendi is on record to be the first Non-

Governmental organization to bring together the two warring factions in the Dagbon chieftaincy 

conflict for a face-to-face dialogue, which culminated in the reduction of tension in the area. 

There has not been any reprisal attack ever since the intervention of the Church. In recognition of 

these efforts, the diocese was awarded the Martin Luther King Jnr. Peace Award for Peace 

and Social Justice. This was presented by the US Embassy in Ghana to the Bishop of the 

Diocese.  

Alongside the Bishop of Yendi, there is also the Diocesan Justice and Peace Committee which 

works in partnership with the National Catholic Justice and Peace Commission for the purposes 

of peacebuilding. 

Today the idea of a Peace Committee has metamorphosed into a Peace Centre named YENDI 
PEACE CENTRE (YPC) with a legal status to operate as a Non-governmental Organization by 
the Registrar Generals Department of Ghana in 2007. Focusing not only on Peace but also on 
other relevant thematic areas of concern in the Region: Promotion of good governance and 
Human rights and Migration. Currently, the Yendi Peace Centre is implementing a large scale 
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project in the Political District of Bimbilla for sustainable peace following the murder of one of 
the contending chiefs and several others which led to the imposition of a curfew in the area.  
 

 At the Provincial level, the Centre for Conflict Transformation and Peace Studies (CECOTAPS) 
of the Tamale Ecclesiastical Province, located in Damongo and managed by the local Church has 
served in the past as a Centre for training peace builders for the Fives Dioceses in Northern 
Ghana by establishing Satellite Peace Centers (SPCs) in each of the five dioceses. These SPCs 
have, over the years equally trained several people as Community peace actors and women in 
peace building who are contributing to resolving conflicts at the community and household 
levels. At present, participants from hotspot areas have been trained in these Centres, to 
collaborate with community peace actors at the Regional and District levels - grassroots 
peacebuilding.  

The role of the local Church in lowering tensions in the conflicts of Northern Ghana e.g. in 
Bawku, Bolgatanga, Damongo, Wa, Yendi and (of course) in the South Alavanyo-Nkonya has 
been phenomenal and commendable.  

 It is therefore not surprising that a former Minister of the Northern Region, Alhaji Mustapha Ali 

Idris, commended the Roman Catholic Church for its interventions especially in the areas of 

education, health, water, etc., and paid tribute to the Church for its role in containing the conflict 

situation in Northern Ghana; he added that ‘when the history of the difficult situation comes to 

be written, your names would be printed in letters of gold’. (Addai-Mensah, 2001) 

These accolades notwithstanding there is still more to be done in the area of Chieftaincy conflict  
management in Ghana  in order to bring about sustainable peace and development in the Country 
in general and to make the institution of chieftaincy more robust and formidable than ever 
particularly in Northern Ghana. 

Conclusion 

The Chieftaincy institution in Ghana especially in some parts of Northern Ghana is becoming a 
menace as it is the source of conflicts and disputes in the region. The meager resources of the 
region are channeled into managing these conflicts through curfews and allowances for the 
security personnel. Economic and social activities like education are all brought to a halt during 
these conflicts. The end result is a cycle of poverty for the region 

Many chiefdoms in Northern Ghana operate on very unique and beautiful features using a 

rotational and promotional political system whereby, royals become chiefs of smaller settlements 

and then move to higher chieftaincy positions until, if eligible, they may aspire to the kingship 

position of Naa. Providing training grounds for future princes is a welcome traditional practice, 
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but it is sad to say that this old age tradition is gradually being adulterated and manipulated to 

suit the self-interest of some individuals. This arises from the fact that most of the customary 

practices and chieftaincy successions norms are based on mythology and oral tradition. This 

makes the customary laws and succession plans subject to the whims and caprices of some 

individuals. Scholars, civil society organizations and governments and the chiefs themselves 

have paid very little attention to documenting the customary practices and chieftaincy succession 

norms to serve as a road map to deal with many recurrent conflicts. A key recommendation will 

be a comprehensive documentation of the customary practices and chieftaincy succession plans 

of traditional areas in Ghana especially Northern Ghana which will serve as a guide to alleviate 

the many conflicts in the area and also in similar conflicts in Ghana and other parts of Africa. 

The Chieftaincy Ministry is currently carrying out this project which definitely calls for more 

support and commitment. 

Furthermore besides the Supreme Court, the Traditional Councils and the Houses of Chiefs are 

the official courts mandated by Ghana's 1992 Republican Constitution and the Chieftaincy Act, 

2008 (Act 759) to adjudicate and determine the substance of chieftaincy succession disputes. 

That is to say, the Houses of Chiefs in Ghana, are places where chiefs are the judges in their own 

courts and over their own cases. There is logic behind this very instructive and beautiful 

arrangement but it is sad to state that  these courts are usually costly, highly formalistic with 

confusing procedures, unpredictable outcomes and above all  poorly resourced. Hence unable to 

function as they should. A case which should last a month can take five - ten years frustrating not 

only the conflicting parties but further distorting the social harmony of communities and 

deepening conflicts.  

Recent developments at the Ministry of Chieftaincy and Religious Affairs are commendable as 

the minister recently announced  his outfit is taking actions to resolve major chieftaincy disputes 

in Ghana by equipping the judicial committees of the various houses of chiefs to adequately 

handle such cases and make necessary determinations and recommendations. He equally 

announced a 100 percent increment of allowances of chiefs and Queens in the country. These he 

said are ways of  improving infrastructural amenities of the various Houses of Chiefs and 

empowering the chiefs to contribute meaningfully towards the development of the 

country.(citifmonline.com/Ghana 2017) 
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 All said and done traditional authorities are guarantors for peace and it is an accepted institution 

particularly in Ghana. They are very important and irreplaceable for both traditional and modern 

systems of governance and social control and development. Traditional institutions are part of 

the solutions to peace building, since they are also part of the problems.  
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