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ABSTRACT

Acephalous peoples in sub-Saharan Africa have frequently found themselves to
be subject to the imposed authority and dominion of neighbouring chiefdoms and states
before, throughout and beyond Africa’s colonial period. The Konkomba of northern
Ghana are such a people, for throughout much of their history they have been perceived
by the peoples of the neighbouring chiefdoms of Dagomba, Nanumba, Mamprust and
Gonja as leaderless migrants and hinteriand thugs and they were subject to territorial and
economic control by these chiefdoms. For much of the twentieth century, the Konkomba
were forced to pay tribute to these regional overlords in the form of goods and service.
However, through skilful manipulation and monopolization of the vam cultivation.
transport. and marketing business in Ghana the Konkomba have managed to escape this
regional and territorial subjugation to wield significant economic power in the north and
throughout Ghana and now possess a considerable amount of financial capital and
influence. The Konkomba have become the number one producers of yams in the guinea
region of West Africa, however, the old stereotype persists and they are still considered
by many to be little more than roaming, itinerant farmers with little order or structure to
their society and less respect for authority.

Through analyses of their structures of political and ritual leadership, pattems of
clanship and the negotiation of their identity across ethnic boundaries the present work
will construct what it means to be and to become Konkomba. Further. this project will
also flesh out those aspects of Konkomba ethnicity that have become salient in the
context of the new economic niche occupied by the Konkomba in Northern Ghana. The

primacy of the earth cult and the location of political authority within the lineage of the



earth, crucial factors in defining Konkomba ethnicity, were largely suppressed as possibie
factors in promoting ethnic solidarity among the Konkomba by the controlling chiefdoms
until the Konkomba's economic ascendancy. It is through the increased economic power
the Konkomba now wield. that these ritual and political aspects of Konkomba existence
now combine with a longstanding resistance to foreign control to express Konkomba

ethnicity and unity.
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PREFACE: Why Africa? Why Ethnicity?

Upon my return home after my fieldwork in Ghana [ would often be asked “Why
did you go to Ghana, [ mean, what do you want to prove?” or “Does your work
contribute anything?” These are casual questions, offered and accepted at face value, and
[ would usually reply with a summary statement about my desire to work in Africa, in an
English speaking country and to work with a people whose level of political organisation
was radically different from that of the people who surrounded them. [ would also note
that [ held something of reverence for some of the classics of early anthropology. mostly
written about African societies or, and perhaps this is closer to the truth than [ often
admit, [ simply wanted to get away to somewhere new. to study the exotic. As a person
with something of a continuous wanderlust. [ of course snapped up the opportunity to get
to Africa.

[ do believe though. that there are one or two slightly more protound reasons for
why [ undertook this study. The recent influx of tragic new stories from Africa has
caused many to label the continent as something of a basket case. A popular weekly news
magazine weekly recently labelled this land of so much misery “The Hopeless Continent™
and to be sure, if one allows oneself to be overwhelmed by the number of seemingly
catastrophic tales of war, ethnic strife and disease it would be understandable if one were
to believe that the situation looked extremely grim. The continent is beset by rebellion
and civil war, however, the cause of many violent outbreaks in Africa is often glossed
over or ignored by the news media and many who have not visited Africa are forced to
utter something akin to “the Africans are fighting amongst themselves again”. a statement

[ have heard all too often.



One might be tempted to say that the African continent is finally receiving some
small measure of attention from the global media and that the typical ambivalent attitude
that has prevailed since the onset of the post-colonial period is finally being overtumed.
However, every story which we see coming out of Africa only goes to enforce the
stereotype that this most beautiful of continents is nothing but a home to fatal diseases
and continuous ethnic warfare. There is war in Africa, to be sure. The people studied in
the present work, the Konkomba, have been accused by many in their home country of
Ghana many of being savages or thugs always ready to war against their neighbour. This
type of charge is levelled against many African ethnic groups and nations by people from
all over the world. unfamiliar with the complexities of African society and history.

This is an academic work but [ do hope that it does. in small part: coniribute to a
more general understanding of African peoples and why sometimes they are caught up in

the mire of ethnic conflict.
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CHAPTER 1: PEOPLE OF THE NORTH

But proud and industrious, oblivious to considerations of status...the
Konkomba are making a useful contribution to the economy of Ghana as
well as to their own pockets; their voice will soon be heard and the...
hierarchy will receive a rougher jolt from these new migrants whom it
has rejected than from the old ones whom it has assimilated long since.
(Goody 1970: 128)

Ethnic Interaction in Northern Ghana: A Brief History of the Ethnographic

Situation

The Konkomba people live in the eastern half of the Republic of Ghana’s North-

ern Region and across the border in the adjacent territory of Togo. The most recently

published census data indicates that there are
approximately 400.000 Konkomba residing in
Ghana and approximately 50.000 in the adjacent
border region of Togo. The Konkomba have. for
almost five hundred years. occupied the Oti
flood plain, a region that suffers from flooding
and severe drought. Stretching from the ndges
of the Gambaga escarpment down into the

northemn edge of the Volta region. the Oti plain

GUINEA

alternates between swampy fields of red-clay

Figure 1.0 The Republic of Ghana

soil and flooded red canyons of impassable
crimson mud during the rains and arid dust bowls filled with patches of shrub grass dur-
ing the dry season. During Harmattan, visibility drops down to a few hundred metres as
the sky and the air is thick with airborne sand swept down from the Sahara. Shade tem-

peratures during the vernal day regularly exceed 40 degrees Celsius and only occasion-
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ally does one receive a dose of noctumal relief from a downpour washed in from the

Guinea coast.

The Konkomba refer to themselves as Bekpokpam and their language as Lekpok-
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Figure 1.1 Ethnolinguistic groups of Ghana Adapted from Manoukian .
1951

pam._ [ will. as
other writers
have before me,
use the term
Konkomba to
descnibe all of
the tribes sub-
sumed by the
term Bekpok-
pam, and their
territory will be
referred to as
Konkombaland.
They are a Gur
people. a branch
of the Gur lin-
guistic stock,
whose language

bears consider-

able resemblance to that spoken by the neighbouring Mole-Dagbani peoples. Linguistic



similarities aside though, the Konkomba have, since being forcefully displaced castwards

from their traditional centre of Yendi, maintained an almost continuously antagonistic re-

lationship with their closest neighbours, the collected
Dagbani peoples. The Dagomba, Nanumba and Mam-
prusi chiefdoms along with the ancient over-kingdom
of Gonja who surround the Konkomba from the south-
east, across the Oti plain, across the widening White
Volta and north to the ridges of the Gambaga escarp-

ment, have long considered the Konkomba to be back-

ward and unsophisticated hinterland farmers. The

Figure |.2 Regions of Ghana Dagbani chiefdoms imposed territorial chiefship upon

the Konkomba, exacting tribute and compeiling Konkomba compounds to acknowledge
the authority of the Dagbani Naa or paramount chief (Rattray 1932).

Within Ghana the Konkomba are divided into two groups, the Northern Komba
and Southern Bimotiev, which the Konkomba refer to as two of the “tribes”™ of Bekpok-
pam. The Komba reside primarily within territory claimed by the Mamprusi chiefdom
around the town of Nalergu, the traditional centre for the Mamprusi and the seat of power
for the Na-Yiri, the Mamprusi paramount chief. This is the administrative regton of East
Mamprusi district. The Komba's traditional centre is at the village of Namong, a settle-
ment, which, although it has the status of a de facto capital or tribal centre, has never wit-
nessed the enstoolment of a paramount chief, the highest form of traditional authority
found amongst the Voltaic peoples of West Africa. The same can be said of the southem

Bimotiev Konkomba, whose traditional centre has until recently been the border town of



Sangur. Both groups of Konkomba have, throughout the colonial and post-colonial pe-
riod resisted the investing of political authority in one particular individual, as their own
traditional political organization has, as far as we know, always been decentralized, and
their experience with the institution of chiefship, in their relations with the Dagbani peo-
ples has been one of oppression and extortion by Dagbani chiefs. This relationship of
subjugation s one that has been well documented by Tait, Skalnik and others and was
constantly the focus of any discussion [ had with Konkomba elders regarding transactions
with their powerful neighbours. It is this resentment of chieftancy that [ believe has been
one of the most important and fundamental factors in moulding what has become Kon-
komba ethnicity over the past century.

Entrenched in the histories of all of the Dagbani chiefdoms and of the Gonja is a
tradition of “making war™ on the acephalous Konkomba (Barker 1991: 2). However. itis
perhaps the Dagomba who are the most important of all of the Konkomba's neighbours
as it was they who expelled the Konkomba from Yendi district. just east of White Volta.
Originally all of Yendi district was Konkomba but local oral history suggests that ap-
proximately ten generations ago the Dagomba King, Na Luro. founded Yendi as his capi-
tal after being pushed eastward by the Gonja and thus displacing the Konkomba
(Cardinall 1918: 45). The Konkomba still regard the carth shrine at Yendi as belonging
to themn.

The entire Konkomba worldview revalves around the earth and that which grows
from the soil. Konkomba interviewees explained that the earth of Yendi is kin to the
spirits of their ancestors and so in a very concrete way, denial of access to the earth of

Konkomba Yendi by the Dagomba is an obstruction to the proper veneration of the an-



cestors. The Dagomba are aware that the “gods™ of Yendi are not of their lineage and
will not attempt to serve the earth and ancestor shrines of Yendi.

The Dagomba, you know, they can’t touch it! The tree, it looks like a

“croc” [crocodile]. They can’t do the gods of Yendi because it belongs to

us. Yendi is for us, the earth from Yendi, from the gods, is for us.

Dagomba will say, after the war only, Konkomba get power from this

place. (Interview with Mr. JB/Tamale, 19/6/1999; the tree he is referring

to is u large Baobab tree on the north side of Yendi)

Dagomba have taken our gods only. But we can’t go there and look after

our land. Yendi is for us but they took it trom us. And so we must make

our gods somewhere else, but not at Yendi and its not correct, we

shouldn’t have to go somewhere else when we know that it is our land.

(Interview with Mr. LN/Sangur, 10/8/1999).

The Dagomba invasion had the effect of expelling many Konkomba from their
homes; and the mixed ethnic makeup of many Dagomba towns around Yendi suggests
that the invaders absorbed or assimilaied many others. Along the edge of the Dagomba
advance. in areas where Konkomba territory overlapped with that of the Dagomba. the
Konkomba were evidently slowly drawn into the structure of Dagomba society. yet re-
mained steadfastly against foreign rule. Under Bntish control, the Dagomba began to
appoint Konkomba "“liaison™ or “sub-chiefs™ in the Konkomba areas; however, these in-
dividuals possessed little authority throughout the colonial period and still wield only il-
lusory power in the contemporary context. These men were still forced to gain the ap-
proval of the “elder for the land’ before enacting any political decision that might affect
the village as a whole, and although the Konkomba had always, through their patten of
dual lineage leadership had two primary elders within each village, one for the land and
one for the people. the individual who spoke for the land, always spoke with authority.

Tait notes that during the 1940s, a Konkomba chief near Saboba was “forced to walk to

each hamlet in turn to discuss matters™ (Tait 1961: 11). [n a Dagomba village, individu-



als involved in any decision making process would be forced to visit the palace of the
chief and pay their respects. Today, as it was fifty years ago under colonialism, the Kon-
komba liaison chief still holds little real power. A similar pattern is found in areas where
the Konkomba are subjects of other Dagbani paramounts.

To sum up, then, the Konkomba have lived in close proximity with the Dagomba,
Mamprusi, Nanumba and Gonja for almost two-hundred and fifty years, and have con-
tinuously resisted any movement towards assimilation and incorporation and have been
only too well able to strike back at any attempt at subjugation.

Despite the pressures on them, the Konkomba have been able to maintain them-
selves for a considerable period of time as a distinct and forceful group, maintaining their
own “social structure and religious system, their own beliefs and culture throughout the
centuries” (Tait 1961: 12). This forcefulness has been attained not solely through a fierce
and aggressive opposition towards invaders although. after a number of quite bloody
skirmishes, the Konkomba have emerged with the reputation of being almost indomitable
warriors, but also through the mercantile savvy of a large number of Konkomba cultiva-
tors and village elders in the latter half of the twentieth century. Through skilful mo-
nopolization of the vam and transport business in the north of Ghana and penetrating into
the markets of southemn Akan country, the Konkomba have been able to establish them-
selves as important players in the economy of the Northern region. From Accra. the na-
tion’s capital, to Tamale in the north and throughout the Voltaic region. the Konkomba
are considered to be the primary producers of yvams and a number of grain crops such as
sorghum, guinea corn and ground nuts.

Through projection and mobilization of a unique identity the Konkomba have



come to be perceived as a powerful, yet somewhat *‘unsophisticated’” people, a people
closely linked to the earth, happiest when their hands are in the soil. However, the
perpetuation and manipulation of identity based on perceived notions does not entirely
explain the process through which Konkomba ethnicity is forged. This project attempts
to apprehend the multiplex forces that have combined to forge Konkomba ethnicity —
forces that emerge from action across ethnic boundaries, and those that emanate from

within.

The Voltaic Peoples

The Konkomba, people of the Gur ethnolinguistic cluster, are. more generally one
of West Africa’s many Voltaic peoples. The Voltaic region is. to some extent, a micro-
cosm of African society in that it displays a diverse array of political and social forma-
tions. from territorially dispersed acephalous groups to large hierarchical chiefdoms. The
region. which stretches from the northemn extremes of Ghana’s Lake Voita and the water-
shed regions of the Oti and Volta Rivers to the Niger Bend, is a mosaic of ethnic groups.
divided into clusters on the basis of linguistic affiliations. In northern Ghana, the primary
ethnolinguistic categories are':

GRUSI: This group. which straddles the border between Ghana and what

is now Burkina Faso, includes the Builsa, Dagari, Degha, Grunshi, Lilse

and Vagala peoples.

MOLE: The Mole peoples include the three large Dagbani chiefdoms

that occupy the majority of the eastern half of Ghana’s northern Region.

These chiefdoms are the Mamprusi. Dagomba and Nanumba. [t also

includes the Birifor, Gurensi, Tallensi, Mossi, Naudeba and Wala peoples.

GUR: The Gur ethnolinguistic cluster includes the Konkomba, Basari.
Bimobas or Bmoba and the Basan (considered by northem Komba to be

' Adapted from Murdock's Africa: lts Peoples and Culture Historv (Murdock 1939: 80)



Konkomba).

TEM: The Tem and Kabre peoples who compose this group reside
primarily in the southern border Togo border territory of the Northen
region.

KWA: The Kwa peoples who inhabit the north of Ghana include the
Tchakosi peoples, descendants of Akan mercenaries who served the

Dagomba paramounts and the over-kingdom of Gonja, who control
western Northern Region.

Political authority among the Voltaic peoples derives largely from a religious as-
sociation with the cult of the earth. Every community in this region has a local headman
or earth priest who is charged with maintaining the village’s relation with the earth and
with the ancestors. This individual is typically the eldest male of the lineage within the
settlement that is understood by village members to have first occupied the land. Among
the Voltaic peoples, the cult of the earth is the most important sanction of daily life.
Throughout the region there exist similar beliefs and ritual conventions concerning the
propitiation of the earth during times of harvest or when untilled land is converted to
residential or agricultural use (Manoukian 1951: 83). These earth prests, through the
privileged relations they have with the earth shrine within a settlement are also responsi-
ble for all acts of sacrifice and libation for the ancestors, whose veneration is essential to
maintain a productive and healthy community. These ritual headmen are usually the ul-
timate authority within a community, most especially among the less politically complex
ethnic groups. However, among some groups that have developed into minor states or
chiefdoms, the authority of the earth elder has been usurped by paramount chiefs.

Prior to the rise of the Mossi and Dagbani chiefdoms, there appears to have been
no history of regional or paramount chiefs in the Voltaic region, only Tengdaan or

Ten 'dana, called Utindaan among the Konkomba (Rattray 1932: xi). Among the Mossi



and Dagbani groups, these “Priest-Kings” evolved, from their connection with the earth,
into territorial rulers not dissimitar from the monarchs found among the great kingdoms
of the Akan peoples to the south. Among the Mole-Dagbani chiefdoms such as the Mam-
prusi, Dagomba and Nanumba, the connection with the earth shrnine has been overshad-
owed by the importance of the monarchical paramount chief. Local chiefs have appro-
priated traditional authority within the community, or, in the case of the Dagbani para-
mounts, throughout the entire ethnic group, and have transferred political power into the
realm of the secular. Among the chiefdoms, the earth elder may act as a judicial author-
ity, settling disputes between lineages and clans, but he wields only ritual and moral au-
thority and cannot enforce his judgements through physical means (Manoukian 1951:
50).

The majority of Voltaic groups that still maintain the primacy of the earth priest
and which do not exhibit a complex form of chieftancy would seem to be. for the large
part, the autochthonous residents of the territory they now inhabit. Upon these people.
centuries ago, descended ““small bands of strangers™ from the north, organized regiments
who were better armed. mounted, and familiar with the concept of a territorial kingship or
chiefship. These marauders attempted to impose the notion of a secular territorial leader
in place of the earth priest ruler (Rattray 1932: xi). The power of the Ten ‘dana. similar
in many ways to the authority of the Ashanti Asase Wara, custodian of the ancestral spir-
its of the clan, was to be assumed by a territorial leader or NVaa in the same way the au-
thority of the Asase Wara had been superseded by the Ashanti office of Hene or king
(Rattray 1932: xix) Among many groups, such as the Kusasi and Gurensi, they were par-

tially successful, among others however, particularly those of the Gur ethnolinguistic
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cluster, this imposition was resisted and this opposition has helped constitute a part of the
Gur people’s identity as autonomous peoples. This struggle then, between the chiefdom
and the acephalous agricultural group under the authority of an earth priest, has defined
much of Voltaic history and is at the core of the Konkomba’s relationship with
neighbours.

The primary economic endeavour of the Voltaic peoples is agriculture and they
cuitivate all of the crops found through Africa’s Sudanic belt including millet and sor-
ghum. The Voltaic peoples have also borrowed extensively from other agricultural com-
plexes. melons, mangoes, bananas and plantains, aubergines, rice, beans and tomatoes
are all cultivated in the extremely heterogeneous soil of Volta watershed region
(Murdock 1959: 81). The two most important crops grown in this region are vams and
maize and which form the staple of most Voltaic diets. The Gambaga escarpment marks
a clear ecological division in the distribution of crops in the Voltaic region. South of the
escarpment, shifting cultivation is the rule and yams are grown on a larger scale. inter-
mixed with maize, miilet and sorghum.

Hunting, fishing and gathering occurs throughout the Voltaic country but provide
only a moderate supplement to the diet and income of most peoples. Most Voltaic com-
munities maintain at least a few cattle, primarily as draught animals, but no herds are
maintained except among the Fulani herdsmen that move through the northern reaches of
this region.

Trade 1s highly developed among all the Voltaic peoples and the weekly village
market is the fulcrum around which regional economic activity revolves. The basis of

most trade, prior to colonial intrusions, consisted of the exchange of livestock and manu-
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factured goods for agriculturai produce. Those groups, such as the Konkomba, that have
concentrated all of their daily efforts into working the land have frequently maintained an
economic relationship in village markets with regional butchers and weavers from
neighbouring ethnic groups such as the Bimobas and Yoruba traders. A similar relation-
ship exists between the Birifor and Wala of Ghana’s Upper West Region {Murdock 1959:
82).

The characteristic pattern of settlement among the Voltaic peoples is a village of
family compounds or homesteads. The compounds are composed of round huts of mud
or sun-dried bricks with conical roofs of thatched grass. These huts are grouped into cir-
cular walled compounds. Around the compounds are numerous agricuitural plots in
which a variety of crops are planted. The compound farm is usually very fertile and pro-
ductive as it is well-manured with animal excrement.

The Grusi, Mole, Gur and Tem peoples all seem to possess a pattern of social or-
ganisation characterized by patrilocal residence, patrilineal descent. segmentary lineages.
patrilineal inheritance and inheritance and kinship terminology of the Hawaiian type
(Murdock 1959: 83). A settlement or village 1s usually inhabited by a localized major
lineage, although in many settlements one often finds that this major lineage is divided
into two contraposed lineage segments between which ritual roles are divided. These mi-
nor {ineages are quartered in clan-"barrios™ within the village with members of the senior
lineage often occupying the more favourable land within the community.

Certain totemic beliefs, similar throughout the entire Voltaic region are associated
with the lineage and the clan. Each lineage or clan has totemic avoidances, usually in as-

sociation with strictures against the consumption or sacrifice of particular animals, and
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these are obligatory for all members of a group (Manoukian 1951: 96). Avoidances are
usually stated in the form “we do not eat such and such an animal”. For example, among
the Binamiin clan of the Komba, ducks are never consumed or sacrificed for the ances-
tors and are not usually kept in the homesteads. There appears to be no concept of a spe-
cial tie or kinship between a group and its totem animal.

To sum up then, there appears to be a significant amount of congruity in the ritual
and social formations of the Voltaic peoples. The pnmary point at which these people
diverge is the way in which political authority is configured within these groups.
Throughout this region we find groups in which there is little concentration of authority.
or in which authority is limited to one particular aspect of quotidian life, and also regional
chiefdoms in which there exist specialized, full time leaders who wield their power over
the land and all the people. There are also a significant number of peoples. such as the
Bimobas and Kabre, who have begun to move towards chiefdom-level compiexity,
groups in which the position of the earth priest has been weakened considerably. The
Voltaic region presents a continuum of political complexity that has subtly altered and
adapted what appears to be a common. or at any rate, very similar set of social configura-

tions.

The Form of the Argument

The preceding history of Konkomba inter-ethnic interaction provides a brief
synopsis of the major theme of this study. My principal aim in this work is to flesh out
the processes through which Konkomba ethnicity, as it exists today, emerged. To this
end, the fieldwork was conducted with a mind to the ways in which the Konkomba have

shaped themselves in response to the exigencies of interaction with neighbouring groups
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and with the nation state of Ghana. The study attempts to analyse the paiterns of clanship
and the territorial layout of Konkomba clans and kin-based compounds and how the web
of interlinking kin and non-kin networks serve to facilitate a certain form of ethnic
solidarity. Remaining aware that ethnic groups are “categories of ascription and
identification by the actors themselves, and thus have the characteristic of organizing
interaction between people” (Barth 1969: 10), the study will attempt to examine the
actions of particular individuals within groups, the place of the charismatic entrepreneur
within the social group and their impact on the movement of the group. Looking
internally again, the persistence of locally situated perceptions rooted in ritual practices
that combine to create a certain “Konkomba-ness™ will also be considered and examined
here as a powerful force in the creation of Konkomba ethnicity.

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the Konkomba were forced
to move eastwards. not in search of new cultivable land but in response to the ad-
ministrative and military pressures of neighbouring chiefdoms. Through movement they
created communities based not just on lineage and kinship but also on territorial
proximity with non-related lineages, communities based on neighbourhood. These
communities took on distinctive shapes and structures through interlocking kin and
spatial networks which thrust forth a number of potent and charismatic individuals in
Konkomba, men born of the lineage of the earth elder. the true authority within the
village, who were able, [ was told, to organize Konkomba cultivation across
Konkombaland towards the end of overthrowing the control of Dagbani paramounts.
These individuals were able to mobilize the Konkomba disdain for the yoke of foreign

chiefs and the Konkomba desire to control the fruits of their labour. The effective social
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groupings resulting from the actions of these individuals were organisational categories
in which the creation and maintenance of antagonistic boundaries was essential.
However, it was the “cultural stuff” enclosed within these boundaries, — in the case of
the Konkomba, a devotion to cultivation and for the earth, — which fashioned not only
the nature of the relationship between the Konkomba and their neighbours but also the
essence of what it means to be Konkomba.

From a strict Barthian perspective, Konkomba ethnicity, as it exists today, might
be a very different beast if the Konkomba had less organisationally complex neighbours
(Barth 1969: 19). However, what it means to be Konkomba also flows from an
attachment to cultivation and to the land and from a desire to see that only the Konkomba
may from profit and be protected by the fruit of the land that they reside on.
Understanding this passion, the individuals it created and the ritual and history in which it
is rooted, are as important in the understanding of Konkomba ethnicity. as is
apprehending the processes of interaction that occur at the social boundaries of
Konkombaland.

Throughout the nineteenth century and on into the twentieth century. it appears
the Konkomba had always paid their tribute to the Dagbani paramounts and regional
chiefs in the form of agricultural products such as guinea corn. sorghum or vams,
depending on the growing cycle. During the middle third of the twentieth century vams
began increasing in importance as the staple starch crop of Ghana’s north and throughout
the northern Voltaic region. In June of each year, the time when the first yam mounds
are excavated and the harvest is brought in, the Mamprusi, Dagomba and Nanumba

paramounts would typically require a particularly hefty payment in the form of fresh red



and white guinea yams. Konkomba fields were able to provide enough produce to pay
tribute and feed the Konkomba themselves but it seems that there was little left in the
way of surplus for sale or storage. The chiefdoms would consume little of this produce,
preferring instead to transport a considerable portion of the crop to Kumasi, the capital of
the Ashanti Empire and further south to Accra.

Within each village one typically finds two fictively related agnatic lineages.

This form of dual leadership, present in nearly all Gur society (Horton 1971: 94), and that
appears to have arisen from patterns of migration and lineage fission, provides for one
elder within each village who oversees all ritual matters concerning land and ancestor
rites and for a second elder “for the people™ who administers interpersonal disputes and
inter-village matters. The elder “tor the land™ is the most venerated individual within a
village and it is his lineage that is senior in all matters.

During the late nineteen fifties, just after Ghana's independence, in the village of
Namonyg, the traditional centre for the Komba, individuals within the earth lineage began
organizing trips to the local centres of Wale Wazle and to the regional capital of Tamale to
sell Konkomba vams from the entire district. The profits received from these yams were
used in part in lieu of the traditional tribute to the Dagbani paramounts but were also
sufficient to purchase trucks and other vehicles that could be used to transport greater
quantities of produce further afield. These vehicles were owned primarily by Konkomba
men who had moved to cities like Accra and Kumasi and who had become urban brokers
for Konkomba agricultural produce. Eventually, the Konkomba began to become the
primary cultivators of yams in the Northern Region, and Mamprusi, Dagomba and

Nanumba revenues began to decline. This activity began to spread across Konkombaland,
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out of northem Mamprusi country down into Nanumba held territory. The Konkomba
now own fleets of cargo lorries that regularly ply the main highway from Tamale to
Accra. laden with yams from the fields of small compound horticulturalists. This has led
to the Konkomba being labelled as “interlopers™ or “migrants from Togo” by many
disgruntled neighbours. Indeed, even Goody in 1970 was still under the impression that
the Konkomba were recent arrivals from the east (Goody 1970: 128). Ultimately, that
which helped to define Konkomba — the defiance and besting of a neighbouring
chiefdom — was based on the cultural beliefs found within the boundaries of a social
group. Surely an examination then, of those beliefs that, through their emergence and
development affect inter-group transaction deserves as much attention as the transaction

itself.

Situating the Argument: Ethnicity

What do anthropologists mean when they talk about ethnicity, and more specifi-
cally, what do anthropologists mean when they speak of ethnicity in Africa? Ethnicity is
an often ambiguous category that is no longer solely the domain of anthropologists. soci-
ologists and other social scientists. [t is now a part of the general lay-lexicon used as fre-
quently by political commentators and community action groups as professional ethnog-
raphers. The term itself is, for anthropologists. as for most of the social sciences, a rela-
tuvely new one, only truly becoming part of current usage in the 1960s. Wolf sees its cur-
rent ubiquity in ethnographic work as a consequence of the general shift in analytical
framework from the notion of ‘race’ to “culture’ (1994: 4). Jenkins however, views it as
part of a re-conceptualization of the ultimate unit of study in anthropology; a movement

away from ‘tribe’ towards ‘ethnic group’ and the ramification such ‘groups” have for
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state of nationhood (1986: 172). These arguments can be traced to Aiden Southall’s
seminal paper which spoke specifically to African ethnicity and called for the replace-
ment of ‘tribe’, a term then current among many Aftricanists, by “ethnic group”. His ar-
gument was that the former term was not a genuine ethnic term and simply referred to a
nominal group people “over there’, or was bestowed on the other to designate all those
who spoke a different language. Tribe, Southall believed, was an ostensible term that
simply meant, in a very ambiguous way, ‘the people’ and moreover, carried with it a
number of derogatory connotations that offended the subjects of ethnography (Scuthall
1970: 32-37).

A second charge levelled against the term tribe resulted from Leach’s influential
critique of tribal reifications as part of the legacy of earlier ethnographers who had “often
only managed to discern the existence of ‘a tribe’ because he took it as axiomatic the this
kind of cultural entity must exist™ (Leach 1954: 291). However. with the analytical shift
from tribe to ethnicity has come a host of new problems. To be sure, the objections made
to the term tribe as part of the western tradition of assuming that bounded ethnic entities
always existed in isolation with the characteristics of “atemporality” and atavism were
legitimate. With the universal acceptance of the new term came the problem of dealing
with the comparison of ethnic phenomena. Fardon believes that the rejection of the term
‘tribe’ in favour of ethnicity emphasised a viewpoint that stressed a grasp of context but
with the assumption that ethnic differences could only be of a single type (Fardon 1987:
183). It needs to be understood that ethnicity is a polythetic category, which is brought
about and composed of different things in different societies (Fardon 1996: 119). Among

some groups, particularly those which live in an extremely polyethnic region with many
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cleavages, ethnicity may often be defined solely through opposition or through funda-
mental differences in ideology, a classic we/they dichotomy. The boundary between the
Asante and others, for example, is maintained, in part, because others cannot hook into or
access the matrilineally-based links through land ownership, succession and inhentance
rights which affect the peoples’ lives (de 1a Gorgendiére 1996: 1 1). In other areas, eth-
nicity might simply be reckoned as the difference between those who live in the hills and
those on the plains.

Ethnicity is always understood to be defined by the nature of the cleavage be-
tween two groups. To have salience however, this cleavage must be accepted as involv-
ing an important concept or issue. If for example one group of individuais is barred from
achieving desired ends, as we will discover, the Konkomba were, then a potentially sali-
ent issue, as Cohen understands it, is available for mobilization (1978: 196). This can
lead to a belief in ethnic unity based on all of the diacritics that the particular group has in
common. [n a polyethnic society where a potentially salient issue. such as religious dif-
ferences. is made to seem less of a problem. The salient issue has to be taken and shaped
by instigators within the group.

What differentiates one understanding of ethnicity from another are the mecha-
nisms of self-identification. The process of creating ethnicity is regionally and histori-
cally specific and is an idiom of personal and collective identity (Lentz 1995a: 324).
Ethnicity can provide the basis of a moral community; it can also become a resource for
client networks and political mobilization. Ethnicity can represent the difference between
an acephalous ethnic group and a large chiefdom and ethnicity can represent the differ-

ence between goat herders and cattlemen. Ethnicity is ultimately however, the vehicle
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through which differences between them and us are articulated, a grouping of assump-
tions, fraught with the influence of tradition and dynamic manipulation about one’s iden-
tity, derived from membership within a group. With an understanding of what ethnicity
is, we turn now to the ways in which ethnicity has been studied in Africa.

[n approaching the topic of ethnicity in the African continent, one is faced, from
the very onset with the looming presence that Fredrik Barth's Ethnic groups and
Boundaries (1969) has in this fleld and how this work has long towered over any analysis
of identity and inter-group transaction in Africa. This approach. which privileges the
interaction between ethnic groups and the negotiation of boundanes over the description
and analysis of the “cultural stuff” within the boundary has come to be widely regarded
as the cornerstone of the instrumentalist approach to ethnicity and as one of the
foundations of neo-structuralism. Instrumentalist or generative approaches attempted to
refute “primordialist” or essentialist explanations of ethnicity as fundamental. arising
from ineffable qualities of human society; locating the forces of ethnicity away from
internal dynamics. towards the end of almost exclusively understanding inter-group
interactions (Eller and Coughlan 1993).

A number of recent Africanist works have treated this transactional approach
almost as dogma. Baxter’s work on the Qromo asserts that identity necessarily needs the
presence of other comparable identities in order to define itself and that Oromo identity is
defined in oppositicn to other comparable national identities (Baxter. Hultin. and Tnulzi
1996). Schilder’s study of the Mundang people of northern Cameroon focuses primarily
upon their relationship with the [slamic Fulbe and on how the Mundang carve out a place

and an identity for themselves within the context of the wider society. To accomplish
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this task, he employs the notion that ethnicity is not static and involuntary but rather that
it is shaped by the perceptions of both “insiders” and “outsiders”. Consequently, Schilder
believes that ethnic boundaries are rather ambiguous and constantly shifting. He suggests
that this instrumentalist approach is particularly appropriate for Africa, where he feels
that ethnicity is a relatively new concept and also because it transcends the determinism
inherent in the “primordial explanation” (Schilder 1994). Schilder’s main argument is
that Mundang identity maintains no objective existence of its own but is determined by
the Mundang peoples’ desire to assert their culture within the wider society. He feels that
the Mundang identity is defined and indeed created by the group’s cultural relationship
towards the Fulbe but that any borrowed aspect is denied in order to maintain Mundang
“timelessness and uniqueness™. This analysis seems to correspond pertectly with the
general trend in West Africa. Groups that live with the omnipresence of [slam typically
define themselves in terms of whether they have been [slamised or not. One’s ethnic
affiliation is determined not by birth or geography but in the way in which one eams a
living and in the religion that one follows or to which one converts (Schilder 1994).
Boundaries contains a number of similar examples. Haaland discusses the Fur
and Baggara people of the Western Sudan {Haaland 1969: 59). Both are Musiims and
interact with each other ritually and in the market place. However, the articulation of
their relationship is based on the “complentarity” of the goods they produce. The
economic system is such that as an individual alters their mode of subsistence based on
the ecological constraints placed on cattle husbandry within the region they are often
incorporated into the other group as a result of shared criterta for “value judgment™ and

codes of conduct. In this case, it is economic factors alone that determine the difference



between Fur and Baggara; there exists not a hint of primordialism about these two
categories.

However, without diminishing in any way the value of the contribution that this
group of “Barthians” have made, [ would suggest the transactionalist framework is not
without its limitations. Barth sees social organization as a product of the choices made
by individuals from the possibilities available and he goes on to describe how these
choices accumulate to transform and mould structure. Barth believes that individuals in
following the choices made by those who through role manipulation attain higher status,
choose what is in their best interest. However, what they choose will always, for Barth.
be what they value most. The argument is circular (Wallman 1986: 232). The reason for
choice cannot always be considered to be rational. What of individuals who choose to
accentuate their ethnic role even when assuming that role carries with it a significant
social stigma. The process of boundary maintenance is not in question. but rather the
motivation for making one particular choice over the other.

Another criticism of Barth’s approach has been its innate ahistoricism. Barth
focused attention away from the social level to the individual. thereby removing the
process of change through transaction out of a historical context. Recent work by Barth
has sought to remedy this situation (Barth 1984). Barth now sees the transformations
wrought by transaction as “part of an ongoing process” within the “streams of tradition
(Barth 1984). It would seem that this acknowledgement of history entails what Jenkins
calls a search for pattern within a wider social arena (Jenkins [994: 198).

Paine believes that the aggressive, market based conception of maximizing

personal choice imbued in humans by Barth suggests a rather ethnocentric and obtrusive



position (Paine 1974: 29). We must remember that this problem. if it indeed exists, is
one which faults the mechanism for choice accumulation. Whatever the mechanism for
the creation of social constructs, the interactionist nature of these constructs does not
necessarily have to be discarded. Paine’s statement is founded on his belief that Barth
fails to demonstrate the link between choice and integration of accumulation into a
negotiable structure (Paine 1974: 20). He also notes that there exists a lack of common
structure or commensurability between the definitions shuttled back and forth between
communities. This problem, he believes, negates any possibility of transaction (Paine
1974: 21). Essentially, can we assume that the process of grasping the nature of the
“other” is universal? [ don’t believe that such an assumption is necessary. It is. after ail.
only in the subject group’s understanding of their system of categorization and
subsequent response that the definition has any weight. Comparisons of the emic nature
of definition do not. [ believe, affect categorization.

A final objection to the instrumentalist approach is one which offers that Barth's
accumulated whole. the form resulting from the collection of individual choices. has. for
a number of theorists taken on a life of its own in much the same way as Geertz's
ineffable qualities did (Geertz 1973). This reification results in placing the result of
accumnulation ahead of the processes of decision making. One cannot, (and { believe that
Barth did not intend for anyone to do so), assume that the existence of a form of social
organization is more than the sum of its parts. [t is the process that is important. not the
ends. Ethnicity as a social entity, exists simuitaneously with and because of the process
of interaction; the two cannot be severed and it is the cultural differences that are

communicated in the processes of internal and external definition that make comparisons
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of social formations possible. The actual difference that exists between cultures can often
prove difficult to approach; however, the communication of cultural difference between
groups can readily be observed. What must be remembered though is processes of
differentiation, decisions made in response to actions, are as much a product of
interaction with others as they are of the time and place in which they are made. The
privilege afforded to process cannot come at the expense of neglecting historical and
social fact.

Within a typical Barthian analysis, all members of a particular social group are
often seen in combined opposition to other distinct groups. very often neglecting the
sometimes subtle but often radical processes of intra-group differentiation. One vital
component in constructing Konkomba ethnicity and indeed more broadly, who the
Konkomba are, is an understanding that despite a2 newly forged sense of unity and
solidarity, brought about in no small part by a combined resistance to the control of
neighbouring chiefdoms, is that within Konkomba there exist significant regional and
tribal differences, most especially in ritual and religious contexts. Konkomba land and
ancestor rites are, as noted earlier, intimately connected with the almost sacrosanct
devotion that Konkomba have for all things from the earth. This devotion is played out
in their relationship with the Dagbani chiefdoms in the market. but is also diagnostic of
significant diversity between northern and southern Konkomba clans. groupings that have
enjoyed incongruous associations with their neighbours. How is one to grapple with
nuanced internal differences in ritual and practice in a study that would seem to
necessarily require a search for factors of contradistinction between groups rather than

within? I believe that a number of analytical projects brush over many of the unique and



widely varying forms of ritual behaviour in an attempt to broadly understand the
negotiation of social solidarity. This study will not go in this direction. The goal of this
work is to understand what makes the Konkomba unique, different, in the shifting
melange of ethnicity that is Northem Ghana, but not at the expense of providing a rich
and detailed description.

A rigorously Barthian approach to ethnicity and boundary management often
ignores the power relationships which exist within social groups. Ethnic groups are not
homogenous; intermal struggles are vitally important in determining how a group reckons
itself. As [ have already brietly outlined, the recent accumulation of Konkomba economic
and social capital within Northern Region has been a direct result of the political
machinations of a number of important individuals within Konkombaland. The struggles
which took place within Konkomba households, compounds and villages. struggles that
have led to the Konkomba's financial ascendancy in the North. were one’s which grew
out of the dyadic opposition that exists within every Konkomba village; between “first-
comers” and “late-comers”.

The Konkomba. more regionally heterogeneous and diverse than first recorded by
Tait, may be considered to be a group out on a frontier, albeit a local one. Although. not
entirely the ethnically ambiguous marginal society suggested by Kopytoff, the
Konkomba do present something of a miscellany of regional cultural traits. It is a society
that corresponds in a number of ways to Kopytoff's category. Konkomba political
institutions, offices whose power is ambiguous at best, are frequently called into
question, not only by the governing powers of regional metropoles but also from within.

All of Konkomba terntory is now divided between ‘landowners’ or *first-comers’ and



‘latecomers’, resulting in a high degree of complementarity between groups within a
district (Horton 1971: 95). The ‘latecomers’ need to acquire access to cultivable land
from the ‘land owners’, those who first founded a village, whilst the *first comers’
require the *late comers’ to help them hold their land.

This thesis does not attempt to go completely against the grain of Barth’s project.
[ndeed, in an attempt to tease out the complex nature of Konkomba ethnicity, this project
will most certainly pay attention to the forces of ethnicization that reside at the borders of
social categories. However, it will also, through a more detailed and focused account of
social behaviour within the group, avoid some of the analytical shortcomings that have
oft been reproduced by many cthnographers and social histonians working in Africa. [
believe that this thesis will provide more than just an account of how a particular ethnic
grouping conducts itself and thereby defines itseif in the context of regional and more
broadly Ghanaian society. It will trace an ethnogenesis out of pre-colonial history.
through the colonial period and into the modern era, providing in essence, a social history
of Konkomba ethnicity. By focusing on regional differences in religious praxis in the
field of earth and ancestor veneration. it will aiso attempt to provide a glimpse into the
richness and “Konkomba-ness” if you will. of quotidian life in Konkombaland. A dual
focus will thus be achieved: Firstly, one that vectors in on the dynamic and Barthian tlu-
idity of ethnic boundaries, and secondly, a centripetal focus, centre-seeking, striving to
flesh out some of the minutiae of Konkomba existence, often regarded as supertluous or
irrelevant by a number of theory-bound ethnicity researchers who have regarded the “cul-
tural-stuff” within to be incidental to the process of transaction.

Critics of Barth’s model suggest that the transactionalist framework necessarily
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conflicts with ethnicity as an essential characteristic of the human condition. However,
ethnicity, as a key component of the process of socialization can become as much a part
of one’s root identity as gender (Jenkins 1997: 79). The processes of internal definition
and external categornzation become devices for understanding historical events, but are
also part of quotidian life. Clearly, for an element of human existence as visceral and as
close to the ground as ethnicity, what is needed is a methodological approach which at-
tempts to keep in perspective the power of ethnic attachments. An approach that does not
incur the same hegemonic mistakes of earlier, unchanging views ot language and kinship
but one which does recognize the importance of experience formed from these two focal
aspects of existence.

In the present work, the approach used to apprehend ethnicity accepts the instru-
mentalist framework but also attempts to incorporate what the individual within a particu-
lar society says about their position and their people’s position within the ethnographic
setting. As Moerman notes, “*Anthropologists point out that evervone's viewpoint is
rooted in his social position, yet suppose that their own abservations are unmotivated and
their motives invisible™ (Moerman 1968: 67). Barth suggested that we put aside the
‘cultural stuff” of an ethnic group (1969). That it is the process of boundary construction
and maintenance that is crucial. However, when looking at the discourse within a plural
society about what accounts for difference, it is invariably the “cuitural stuff” or the in-
ventory of differences that are listed and not process. Surely then. this “stuff” accounts

for something.

Research Methods

The research for this thesis largely made use of oral accounts and interviews, al-
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though some written sources were used. [ gathered Konkomba oral data by conducting
interviews throughout the Northern region with 67 individuals who declared themselves
as being Konkomba, all of whom were adult males and females ranging in age from 20 to
approximately 80 vears of age. 32 of the Konkomba respondents were male, 15 were
female. [nterviews were conducted from the months of May to September in 1999
throughout the Northern Region of Ghana. I also interviewed approximately 40 indi-
viduals from neighbouring chiefdoms; these included members of the Gonja. Nanumba
and Dagomba ethnic groups. All interviewees were assured of anonymity during the in-
troduction process as [ provided explanations of what [ was doing in the region. [n mter-
views with more senior individuals in Konkombaland. a local man who spoke English
accompanied me to translate and act as a greeter and introducer. especially when meeting
village elders or chiefs. The other interviews were conducted directly by me in English.
All interviews with non-Konkomba were conducted in English.

There never occurred a point when formalised interview schedules or question-
naires were used. Question were typically open-ended. or emerged from casual conversa-
tions over a pot of pito beer. They were an invitation for all present to tell stories about
their history, their family, their lineage, relationships with neighbours, local and distant
and their passion, working the land. Questions were often couched in such a way so as to
stimulate discussions of regional interactions with other ethnic groups, and no individual
was ever reticent about discussing local factionalism. Questions were also directed at lo-
cal activities observed in the course of living in a Konkomba village.

Informants were never asked directly what they broadly thought “being Kon-

komba” meant however, [ would frequently receive a summary statement such as “Kon-
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komba are farmers, we farm™ or “Konkomba feed all of Ghana™ but at no time did [ ask a
Konkomba individual to describe what they felt it was to be Konkomba. Certainly per-
sonal narratives are grounded in experiences and history, often very contradictory experi-
ences; however, in reconciling similarities and incongruities one is forced to construct a
coherent picture of patterns both of behaviour and interaction within and beyond the
group.

Written sources include documents from the regional archives in Tamale and the
national archive in Accra. [t also includes old research reports deposited by ethnogra-
phers such as Goody and Tait at the University of Ghana at Legon. There was also con-
siderable newspaper and media research done in Accra at the University of Ghana.
Scanning newspaper reports of the continued and often very bloody movements across
Konkombaland by various ethnic groups was extremely useful in providing this re-
searcher with an idea of how the national media in Ghana and indeed how Ghanaians
themselves perceive the Konkomba. These reports were never taken to be representative
of historical fact, but rather. as expressive of how the developing nation state constructs a
marginal acephalous people such as the Konkomba.

Research was conducted in the entire eastern half of Northern Region. From
Wale Wale, close to the border with Upper East Region, as far south as Salaga, East to
Yendi and very often across the border into neighbouring Konkomba country in Togo.
which economically and culturally is as much part of Ghanaian territory as it is officially
Togolese. Residency periods in villages, town and cities lasted anywhere from six weeks
to three days. In the traditional centres of Namong and Saboba. I spent three weeks and

one month respectively, recording data through interviews and observations of religious,
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agricultural and household activities. The rest of the time was spent visiting the numer-
ous outlying hamlets and villages by trails that only vaguely resembled actual roads.

Most importantly, special care was taken to ensure that the data collected did not
solely focus on one aspect of Konkomba existence. The interview and observational data
presented here provides a glimpse into the activities of daily life and the turning points in
recent Konkomba history; both of which are crucial to an understanding of Konkomba
identity.

Chapter 2 discusses the early history of the Konkomba people and their ethnic
origins. [t will illustrate the patterns of movement of the Konkomba over the territory
they now inhabit in response to the expansion of the Mole-Dagbani chiefdoms from the
North and the consequences said expansion had for Konkomba economy and political in-
stitutions. Chapter 2 will also discuss the history of Konkomba subjugation by regional
chiefdoms and the processes by which this imposed form of administration was used by
the British to extend their usual pattern of indirect rule in the northern territones of
Ghana, then the Gold Coast. It will introduce a number of important individuals whose
foresight and charisma enabled the Konkomba to circumvent the regional metropoles of
power in order to position the Konkomba to take advantage of the development of the na-
tional markets in Ghana in the post-colonial period.

Chapter 3 will explore the patterns of clanship and alliance set up by the forced
migration and displacement that the Dagbani expansion prompted. [t will discuss the
forms of territorial and lineage segmentation that are seen in Konkombaland and the how
these patterns of segmentation directly influence the forms of political authority found

within Konkomba. To reiterate, the Konkomba seem to have an intense dislike for the
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institution of chief and see it is as an office designed to do little more than fleece villagers
of their crops and their cash. This perception is set up by past dealings with powerful re-
gional chiefs, determines the nature of association with neighbouring chiefs, and is possi-
bly a consequence of the form of migration that the Konkomba have undergone. Chapter
3 will also discuss some of the political and structural foundations of the Konkomba at-
tachment to the earth, and the ways in which this connection is played out in offices of
authority.

Chapter 4 focuses on the religious and spiritual complex of the Konkomba — par-
ticularly how the earth priest and earth / ancestor ntes reflect and determine much of
what is Konkomba ethnicity. [n the religious and social life of the Konkomba patterns of
lineage and power distribution are directly linked to the “cult of the earth™. and so an un-
derstanding of religious practices is concomitant to understanding power brokering and
negotiation in Konkomba.

From a discussion of Konkomba religious behaviour necessarily flows an explora-
tion of ecological and agricultural activities. Chapter 5 deals with modes of farming and
cultivation and the impact that certain crops have had on the Konkomba economy. The
Konkomba passion for the land will be related in the words of Konkomba farmers and the
reader will hopefully understand the devotion that these people have for the fruit of the
earth. Rudimentary demographic information is presented to display the age at which
Konkomba youth are pulled from school in order to work the land and discussion of the
low level of literacy in villages is used to begin an analysis of the perception that the
Konkomba are nothing more than unsophisticated ruffians, happy only with dirt on their

hands, hefting a shovel.
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The Konkomba farmer making war on his enemies has become something of a
cliché for the national press. Violence, dismissed simply as something salubrious by the
press or as the Daily Graphic put it in late February of 1994, as "a flare up over the sale
of a Guinea-fowl”, seems to ignite instantly into all-out assaults by the Konkomba upon
their neighbours. Consequently, the Konkomba have become the folk-devils of the
North, a people who are perceived by many as little more than marauding gangsters who
have, in the words of one Ghanaian citizen, “lost the sympathy of all peace loving peo-
ple”.

This perception of the Konkomba as unsophisticated, uneducated thugs is one that

is projected time and again in the Ghanalan media. The most recent example of this de-

piction accurred during the recent conflict in 1994 in which over 2000 individuals were

killed and many
more were left
displaced from
their homes.
Chapter
6 unravels the
ways in which

the Konkomba

are depicted and

Figure 1.3. The elders (seated left) and earth elder or Utindaan (right) of
Nansuan village, East Mamprusi District. understood

regionally and nationally by focusing on Konkomba and regional attitudes to the numer-

ous conflagrations that have taken place over the past fifty years. It is my contention that



the Konkomba are aware of how they are perceived and actively play up to the oft-
negative image that their neighbours and the country possess in order to accrue clout and
capital. Here again will see the ways in which influential individuals within a community
direct the image and movement that a society presents. Members of a new elite, the
Konkomba youth association, have recently taken up the reigns of leadership within
Konkomba. These individuals have been instrumental in directing the future and the na-

ture of Konkomba society. This chapter will examine said direction.



33

CHAPTER 2: POLITICAL ORIGINS AND RELA-
TIONS WITH NEIGHBOURING PEOPLES

The Konkomba claim to have always, despite assertions by the Dagbani chief-
doms that the Konkomba are nothing more than marauding migrants, inhabited the region
which slopes down from the Gambaga escarpment to the headwaters of the Oti and down
through its flood plain their home, with the villages of Namong and until recently, Yendi.
as the traditional centres of the two principal Ghanaian branches of the Konkomba. Afier
an extremely bloody conflict in the early part of the nineteen forties that lasted for almost
four years (Skalnik 1987: 308), the southern Konkomba, the Bimotiev tribe. were forced
to move away from their home in what is now south-eastern Dagbon to look for new
lands in the territory of Nanun, around the settlement of Bimbilla, traditional centre for
the Nanumba (Tamakloe 1931). The Konkomba found in neighbouring Togo are largely
Komba and Bas Konkomba who interact primarily with the Komba community surround-
ing the Gambaga escarpment.

Skalnik suggests that events such as the conflicts in the 1940s and the tar more
bloody clashes in the 1980s were crucial in the evolution of modemn Konkomba ethnicity.
The Konkomba, who up until the beginnings of their political opposition to the Nanumba
and Dagomba over the issue of chiefship had little or no linguistic identity nor any form
of political expression as a people (Skalnik 1987: 308). [ am inclined to agree with this
assertion, however, [ believe that this observation ignores the fact that the Konkomba
were united by one very important tradition, a strong ritual connection with the land. a

connection which [ believe motivated and provided the infrastructure of communication
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for the form of ethnic interac-
tion that will be under consid-
eration in this chapter.

[ would like to suggest
that in addition to the potent
antagonism which developed
between the Konkomba and
their Dagbani neighbours in the
twentieth century, there has
probably existed a strong tradi-
tion of resistance to the politi-
cal institutions and leadership
of the Dagbani peoples

amongst both northem Komba

Konkomba and Southem Bimotiev Konkomba, despite Nanumba and Dagomba assump-

tions made during the colonial period that Dagombas Naa’s or paramounts were “known

and trusted by the Konkombas” (Stainiand 1975: 73). The basic difference in type, be-

tween a centralized, stratified state and a leaderless, acephalous people would seem to be

sufficient to explain a history of antagonism. When the Dagbam traditions of denying the

Konkomba access to their sacred places and exacting tribute in the form of agnicultural

produce are considered, this iil feeling 1s better understood.

Konkomba / Dagbani relationships have thus shaped the political landscape of the

eastern half of Ghana's Northem Region for a considerable period of time. Before em-
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barking on an analysis, however, of the Konkomba position in this ethnic milieu, a dis-
cussion of their origins and political traditions, such as they are known, is called for.
Towards this end I tum now largely to oral history related to me during my time among
the elders of Komba and Bimotiev as well as the work of David Tait. These two sources
however, seem to diverge in a number of places.

To begin, it seems now that the Konkomba recognise the Basari people, who re-
side to the northeast of the Komba, and northeast of the Gambaga escarpment, as full
Konkomba. Three main tribes have been identified as Konkomba, all of who speak a
variant of Lekpokpam. These are the Komba, the Bimotiev and Basari or Bas Konkomba.
[ was unable during the course of my fieldwork to visit the Basari areas and thus to gain a
sense of their sense of their relationship to the Konkomba. Tait notes that the Basari.
who, whatever their precise linguistic status. are certainly Gur speakers, resemble the
Konkomba considerably in their form of settlement and compound. and both use the term
Bimotiev, or Bemwatib as Tait renders it in his transcription to describe the more south-
ern people, indeed Bimotiev translates in Lekpokpam to mean the river people. However.
he also notes that there exist a number of cultural differences in the domain of magic and
religion. Basari diviners are all women whereas among both the Bimotiev and Komba.
all diviners are male. Also, in Basari, there are reportedly significantly more curative
shrines in and around their compounds then found among the other two tribes (Tait 1961:
2). As will be discussed in Chapter 3, the Komba have very few shrines or medicine
piles, mound of medicinal leaves, in their settlements, preferring instead to concentrate
their rituals onto the earth and its formations and landmarks as a focus of ritual. It would

seem that the recent inclusion of the Basari as full Konkomba is in response to the aid
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that the Basari provided to southern Bimotiev Konkomba during their clashes with the
Nanumba in the early 1980s and 1990s around Bimbilia. I believe that the Konkomba,
especially the Komba, have always considered the Basari to be part of their ethnic group,
however, it seems that this relationship was not maintained until recently due to the posi-
tion of Tchakosi and Bimaobas settlers on the land around the Gambaga escarpment cut-
ting off the Bas from Komba traditional territory. [t was frequently the practice of young
Konkomba males to ferry weapons to the Bimotiev by carrying them in nondescript vehi-
cles up along the Togo side of the border. through Basari country and with their com-
plicity, and into Nanun. Many Konkomba today seem to think of the Basari as one of the
three sons of the Konkomba’s eponymous ancestor. the other two being Komba and Bi-
motiev. To be sure, ethnicity and alliance don't transmute into one another quite as eas-
ily as this assertion made by the Konkomba would seem to suggest. However, [ was in-
formed of this incorporation by mainly voung Konkomba elite and businessmen. indi-
viduals who do seem intent on solidifying some notion of Konkomba unity and military
readiness. The few Basari people that I met did confirm their very close association with
the Konkomba since the 1981 conflict and called the Konkomba their “brothers™. how-
ever, [ could find no historical data of an ethnic association between the Konkomba and
Basari except for the word of one or two informants in Nakpanduri who told me that the

Basan would help the Komba when they were raided by the Tchakosi.

The Komba and the Mamprusi

Now, the Komba. or as Tait sometimes refers to them, the Mamprusi Konkomba,
live, as Tait’s label would suggest, alongside and under the regional control of the Mam-

prusi paramount chief at Nalerigu. The Mamprusi refer to themselves more commonly as
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“Dagbamba”, a
term used by most
residents of the
north to refer to the
Dagomba and Na-
numba, stressing
the kindred rela-
tionship that the
Mamprusi, and
more importantly.
the Mamprusi
king, the Nu-Yiri .
has with the chief-
doms found further
south (Drucker-
Brown 1967: 13).

Residing along the

southern slopes of the Gambaga escarpment. the Mamprusi scarp as it is called, the

Komba have apparently never been forcefully displaced from the territory in which they

would seem to be autochthonous residents. Komba clans still have access to their earth

shrines and one might be tempted to agree with Tait’s belief that relations between the

Komba (it should be noted that Tait himself never actually used the term Komba to de-

scribe these people) and the Mamprusi, the first of the Mole-Dagbant chiefdoms to sweep
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down from Mossi country, have usually been friendly (Tait 1961: 4). However, in oral
traditions that [ collected, the Anufo or Tchakosi people, descendants of Akan mer-
cenaries hired by the Mamprusi, [ was informed, did in fact war against the Konkomba at
the behest of the Na-Yiri, the Mamprusi Naa, in contradiction to Tait’s assertion that this
never occurred (Tait 1961: 4). This was related to me by a number of Komba elders who
would impart this information to me after we had just departed from a Mamprust village
in which [ had been informed by the local Mamprusi chief that the Konkomba and the
Mamprusi had always been allies.

The town of Gbindere, approximately 50 kilometres south-southeast of Namong
(see fig. 2,1) . is a settlement that [ discovered was, until very recently, a Mamprusi vil-
lage with an enstooled Na. The town is now ethnically Konkomba. after being retumed
through threat of an armed revolt in the wake of violence further south and financial pres-
sure placed on the regional Mamprusi chief, the Yunyoo Naa. Ranatooka [I by the Kon-
komba residents. According to my informants, Gbindere had been under Mamprusi con-
trol for the tenure of twelve or possibly thirteen Gbindere Naas. [f one calculates a mini-
mum of ten years for the reign of a chief. as Tait has (1961) then Gbindere. a town in
which Konkomba outnumber Mamprusi 3 to |, was under Mamprusi control for more
than a century. There has long been intermarriage and interaction at a social level be-
tween Konkomba and Mamprusi in Gbindere, however, there was a sense in the town
among Konkomba that things, after a very long time, had finally been set right after its
return to Konkomba control.

In Yunyoo itself, long a Mamprusi settlement, [ was told that the chief must al-

ways be married to Konkomba woman in order to legitimate his authority.
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No one listens to the Ranatooka because he is the chief, people understand

him because he took a Konkomba woman as wife. In Yunyoo you have to

marry a Konkomba to be the chief (Interview with Mr. AN/outside Yunyoo,

20/6/99)

Nor would the chief of Yunyoo be allowed to remain in power, [ was told, if he
betrayed or did wrong by his Konkomba subjects. Drucker-Brown reports that the Mam-
prusi often marry outsiders, and in such cases, the marriage is established and performed
according to the practices of the other group when a non-Mamprusi woman is involved
(1967: 20). As [ discovered in Yunyoo, non-Mamprusi that marry into 2 Mamprusi com-
pound continue to observe their own rituals and such practices are often continued by de-
scendants.

[n Mamprusi territory, as noted, the Konkomba have never be forced to move in
recent history, and have apparently never been re-located but there does exist a tradition
relating to the imposition of something of a Pax Mamprusi upon the Komba. Through
raids carried out by the Tchakosli, never directly by the Mamprusi, village takeovers and
subsequent extraction of the ever-present tribute, the Mamprusi established themselves as
the dominant political authonity in the area of the escarpment; an authority that was later
solidified with arrival of the British.

Under the direction of C.H. Armitage, a captain who entered the Gold Coast Civil
Service in 1894 and served until 1920, the Northern District Commissioners office began
its attempt to unify the chiefdoms of Dagomba and Mamprusi (Stainland 1975: 57). The
colonial policy of administering through indirect rule would obviously have been made
significantly easier with a strong united Dagbani chiefdom under the control of the Brit-

ish, who — even in the late nineteen twenties — remained numerically few in number in

the Northern Territories. Stainland notes that even as late as 1928 there were only twenty
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European residents in Western Dagomba district, as it was difficuit to remain in good
health owing to outbreaks of yellow fever and malaria (Stainland 1975: 50). According
to local oral history in Gambaga and in a number of Komba and Bimobas towns in and
around the escarpment, during the years immediately following the First World War,
Armitage, then Chief Commissioner, Northern Territories, embarked on an expedition to
the escarpment, an area not as fully explored as British and German Dagomba land. Ar-
mitage was convinced that the Dagomba people wanted to be completely free of German
control and be united under British rule, and we can surmise that his expedition was
something of an attempt to also bring the Mamprusi ‘into the fold’. Armitage’s wish that
Dagomba be united was fulfilled with the signing of Treaty of Versailles which gave
Britain mandate over the German parts of Mamprusi and Dagomba land in what became
British Togoland under the administration of the Chief Commissioner at Tamale
(Stainland 1975: 72), however, Armitage was never able to formally unite the Mamprusi
and Dagomba under one Dagbani paramount, a seemingly impossible task at best. As it
was related to me, Armitage had been travelling for almost a week out of Tamale before
he reached the settlement of Gambaga. His guides informed him that the Na-Yiri. the
Mamprust paramount, was still a one or two day travel into the “scarp’. Apparently
though, Armitage, weary and exhausted by his journey made a decision on the spot that
he had gone far enough and that he wished for his guides to go to the Mamprusi chief and
bring him to Gambaga, along with the chiefs of any of the other regional ethnic groups.
including, as it happened, the Komba. Armitage was unprepared to go on to Nalerigu and
so the Nalerigu Na was brought to Gambaga along with the paramount of the Bimobas

people, who also inhabit a portion of the escarpment, the Yunyoo chief and an individual
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identified only as a Komba earth elder of the Gushiegu area. Gambaga was formalised as
the administrative centre for Mamprusi district despite the fact that Nalengu was the tra-
ditional centre for the Mamprusi. The Komba elder was installed as the regional Komba
chief by the Mamprusi and by Armitage, although [ am told that he only acquiesced to be
called by the title chief in his dealings with the Na-Yiri and maintained his authority at
home through his position as earth elder. Through the enforced bureaucracy and admini-
stration of the British, the Mamprusi and Komba were drawn into a colonial peace. It is
however an historical irony that the Mamprusi be called to Gambaga to formalise Komba
authority as it seems that centuries ago the Komba originally inhabited Nalerigu and were
driven out by Atabea, the fifth recorded Mamprusi paramount in the region of the es-
carpment. after they abandoned the Gambaga as their first capital (Rattray 1932).

More recently, clashes between the Bimobas and the Komba have occurred 1n vil-
lages of mixed ethnic composition in Mamprust territory. In 1985, after the death of the
previous Na-Yiri and prior to the installation of the new king, Konkomba who inhabited
Bimobas villages which were headed by a Mamprusi-appointed Bimobas chiefs became
restless and began to attack the compounds of Bimobas traders who had attempted to ex-
act taxes on behalf of the Mamprusi from Konkomba who did not export all of their pro-
duce to the large Konkomba vam market in Accra but also sold some yams in the local
Bimobas markets. Publicly and privately, the court at Nalerigu was extremely upset that
the fighting was. to some extent, taking place in the name of the Mamprusi (Drucker-
Brown 1988: 92). The Mamprusi it seems. were however, quite concerned by rumours at
the time that the Konkomba were once again mobilizing throughout the Northern Region.

Drucker-Brown believes that among the Mamprusi, who she claims have always had
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peaceful relations with the Konkomba, the Konkomba are much feared and have a pro-
pensity for fighting (1988: 93). It seems that the Konkomba predisposition towards vio-
lence was enough of an explanation for Konkomba actions, however, the Mamprusi did
not take into account the continued imposition of taxes by the Bimobas. These taxes,
akin to salt in a very old wound, again reminded the Konkomba of an age-old relationship
of tribute, a relationship they sought to end with the death of the Na-Yiri.

The history then, of the relationship between the Komba and the Mamprusi. might
be characterized as one of grudging acceptance of each other’s presence within a single
space and of course it has often been one of enforced or attempted assimilation and con-
trol by the Mamprusi. There is a history of raiding and making war by the Mamprusi and
through their hired mercenaries. the Tchakosi, upon the Komba. not to the extent that is
to be found in the territory of the Dagomba, but, underlying this Pax Mamprusi. there

does exist a clear pattern of antagonism.

The Dagomba

[ turn now to a discussion of the Dagomba. perhaps the Konkomba’s most impor-
tant neighbours in terms of historical interaction, and their dealings with the Bimotiev.
The Dagomba., along with the Nanumba, form the southernmost edge of an expansion of
peoples that took place in the early fourteenth century (Murdock 1959) and are part of a
network of chiefdoms that includes the Mosst, Mamprust and Nanumba which spans the
territory from “the forest bend in the south nearly to Timbuktu in the north; from the
Volta bend in the west to Northern Nigeria in the east” (Tait 1954: 1). The Dagomba, for
their part, have always maintained a cordial relationship with the Mamprusi and there

would appear to be no record of war between them, however, Dagomba relations with the
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Bimotiev Konkomba have and continue to be considerably bloodier than the Mamprusi's
interaction with the Komba.

As discussed earlier, the Dagomba, who expelled the Bimotiev Konkomba from
their home territory, are one of the groups perhaps most responsible for shaping Kon-
komba ethnicity. The territory that the Dagomba annexed, territory that became eastern
Dagomba was formerly German mandated Togoland. This event, a sort of Ghanaian Bat-
tle of the Boyne, is exalted as a great triumph by the Dagomba in drum chants and as a
noble victory; and the Konkomba forever bemoan it. After being defeated by the Gonja,
a conflict in which the Ya-Na Muhammad Zangina was slain, the Dagomba in the second
half of the seventeenth century, pushed into the Oti plain (Wilks, Levtzion, and Haight
1986: 122) and occupied a considerable portion of Bimotiev territory. Tait places the
date of the conquest of Yendi somewhere in the middle of the sixteenth century: he
reaches this date by approximating ten years to the reign of each Ya-Na since the oc-
cupation. Wilks' mid-seventeenth century date is recorded in an [slamic text entitled the
Kitab Ghanja authored in the eighteenth century (Wilks 1986). [t was also during this pe-
riod that the Dagomba became instituted as a state under the rule of one man, the new
Ya-Naat Yendi. One of the first steps taken by Na Luro, the first Dagomba king at
Yendi was to follow a pattern already set in motion by Zangina, and slay a large number
of tindamba or Dagomba earth priests who occupied a role not unlike the Konkomba
earth elder, replacing them with royal chiefs (Stainland 1975: 4). These royal chiefdoms
were to stand guard against possible Konkomba reprisals. A Konkomba elder related the
story of the Dagomba advance into Bimotiev territory to Tait. This elder told Tait of his

childhood, of how his father would tell him of the days when “our forefathers stayed in
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Yaa [Yendi, also called Yaln in Komba]" but then the “Dagomba rose and mounted their
horses. We saw the horses, that is why we rose up and gave the land to the Da-
gomba...and went ‘across the river’™ (Tait [961: 4). The Dagomba also pushed north
towards Gushiegu and south into present day Nanumbaland (Tait 1961: 4).

The early new Dagomba state was composed of a hierarchy of chiefdoms. These
chiefdoms were of two different types, “royal chiefdoms or YaNabihinama™ and *elder
chiefdoms or YaNaKpamalnama™ (Tait 1961: 6). Chiefdoms throughout this region are
known metaphorically as “skins’, and the chief will sit on a pile of skins, typically cow
hides, each one representing an ancestor through whom his authority has passed, although
before over hunting and habitat destruction decimated their population, lion and leopard
skins were often draped over a chief’s stool. Now however, only the Ya-Na sits on a lion
skin. Each royal chiefdom is embedded within another more powerful skin. and each
chiefdom is considered a “gate’ to Yendi (Tait 1961: 6). That is. one must pass through
the leadership of a lesser chiefdom to be considered for ascension to the stool at Yendi.
Chiefdoms are classified as either ‘nighttime” or *daytime’ chiefdoms. Nighttime chief-
doms are terminal or ‘non-gate’ chiefdoms. Such chiefdoms form something of a ‘cow-
hide ceiling, meaning that the chief of such a chiefdom may not accede to authority over
at a higher level, and apparently, all night-time chiefdoms were, when founded. com-
manders over military outposts established to defend Dagbon from the Konkomba. Royal
chiefdoms, led only by the sons and grandsons of the paramount chief and former para-
mounts are little more than territorial units, usually some distance from Yendi, that en-
force Dagomba authority over annexed territory and place individuals on the ground who

can extend the sphere of influence of the Ya-Na and the elder chiefdoms. The chief of
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gained the confidence of the “wild Konkomba Tribe" in the area and that Armitage would
be free to travel everywhere in his chiefdom to help consolidate a re-united Dagomba
(Stainland 1975: 74). Elder chiefdoms are ruled by elders appointed by the Ya-Na him-
self, and are typically found within the territory of the capital, and again, some are night-
time and some daytime chiefdoms. (Tait 1961: 7). In Bimotiev areas where the Dagomba
form the administrative authority, members of the junior lineage within the village were,
as we have seen in Mamprusi territory, recruited as chiefs under the immediate rule of a
local royal or elder chiefdom. These chiefs however. were in a position as impotent as
that occupied similar chiefs in Komba territory. (Tait 1961: 11).

[t was and still is in eastern Dagomba. the region to the east of Yendi. that one
finds the greatest degree of interaction between the Konkomba and Dagomba. During the
time of German occupation in what is now western Togo and some of Eastemn Ghana,
from 1896 until the end of World War [, independent Konkomba were distinguished from
conquered Konkomba; however. with the imposition of British rule and the strengthening
of relations with the Mamprusi, who also, as discussed earlier, were forced to deal with
the “wild™ Konkomba, Dagomba chiefs began to exert greater degrees of authority over
the Bimotiev Konkomba (Tait 1961: 9). In the 1920’s, there began a continual cvcle of
raiding and retaliation between the Bimotiev and the Dagomba:

After the World War [, the Dagomba got strength from the British. They

thought they could do whatever they wanted. But whenever they took one

from us, we would take ten from them. We would always thrash them

when they tried to battle us. Oh! (Interview with Mr. DB (elder)/ Saboba,

8/22/99).

Tait notes, "It is hardly too much to say that the Dagomba fears the Konkomba™

even though the Dagomba claim in numerous drum chants to have “‘pushed pepper up the
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noses of the Konkomba™ (Tait 1961: 9). The Konkomba however, despite their fierce
reputation, were unable, owing to the lack of a regimental system and no cavalry, to
mount the kind of defence that might put an end to Dagomba raiding. The Dagomba
would ride forth into the empty bush, out of the fortified royal chiefdoms on horseback, a
tradition [ was told which they received from the Hausa in the eighteenth century, a time
when some Dagomba paramounts began converting to Islam (Wilks 1986), in search of
slaves for the annual tribute they needed to pay to Ashanti and their less frequent though
no less draining requirements for tribute in the form of sorghum from Konkomba. Trib-
ute that was then sold to maintain the Dagomba cavalry and infantry divisions. Labour
was also sought after by the Dagomba in the form of Konkomba who were captured and
kept in the court of royal and elder chiefs to grow food (Stainland 1975: 35). Goody has
noted that the Ashanti desire to acquire slaves for the European trans-Atlantic trade in
human life led to pressure upon the Dagbani states of the north to produce “human
booty™. which in turn led to cavalry raids upon the horseless, groups such as the Kon-
komba (Goody 1971: 57). Groups such as the Konkomba, the LoDagaa and the Tallensi
were regarded as pools of manpower and were unable to resist the onslaught of mounted
raiders and so tended to occupy territory which was difficult to access on horseback
(Goody 1971: 57). For the Konkomba this meant the riverine land around the Oti and the
mountainous territory around the Gambaga escarpment. A similar strategy can be seen in
the rocky crags inhabited by groups such as the Dogon of Mali or some of the Tailensi of
northern Ghana.

The ultimate authority for the land in Dagomba is the Ya-Na or Yannaa, who

delegates control to appointed rulers of the different elder chiefdoms and the hereditary
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chiefs of the royal chiefdoms and village chiefs, while individual household heads main-
tain usufructory rights over the lands in their village (Oppong 1973: 17). These chiefs
have judiciary power over disputes concerning the boundaries of a family compound’s
agricultural plot or in boundary disagreements between villages. The preceding system
applied in ethnically Dagomba areas. By contrast, the Konkomba received no such rights
of access or arbitration and were forced, with the complicity of the British in their attempt
to strengthen the chiefdoms. to pay tribute in return for the right to work the land. Tait
records the District Commissioner’s confiscation of two whole lorry loads of sorghum in
1950 from the Ya-Na who had required it from the Konkomba settlement at Saboba, with
the declaration that “The European says it has got to be paid™ (Tait 1961: 9). [ was in-
formed by elders at Sangur that around fifty vears ago it was not uncommon for Kon-
komba carts and the few trucks they owned during this period to be stopped and for ail
goods on board to be confiscated. Tait's work would seem to confirm this recollection.
he writes “Konkomba were stopped by Dagomba on their way into Yendi market and
their headloads ot new vams taken. on the grounds that they had paid no tribute to the
Ya-Na" and of this confiscated lot, one load went to the D.C.. one to the Yendi sergeant
of police and the rest to the Ya-Na (Tait 1961: 9-10).

Another incident, demonstrative of growing Bimotiev resistance, occurred in
1944. A violent and bloody event, Tait mentions he was unable to get a single Kon-
komba to discuss it openly. The Konkomba who lived around the town of Wapul, one of
the royal chiefdoms, rebelled against continual extortion by the Dzagben Na. The Kon-
komba living in Wapul raided the house of the chief, killed him and his courtiers and

wives and left the chief pinned to a tree with arrows. Tait savs that the Konkomba he
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spoke to were “wholly unrepentant” and when asked why they killed the womenfolk as
well, received the quizzical response “who was getting the yams?” (Tait 1961: 10). Some
youths that [ met in a town named Benja, just southeast of Wapul — which [ was unable
to visit — had heard of this event. One evening, over a drink in Benja, a town that just
happened to fall on an alternate road that [ was taking back to Yendi after visiting
Saboba, [ was informed of the folk memory relating to this incident:

You have to watch it to talk about that in here. Dagomba don’t like it. but

all Konkomba have heard about it. That Na wasn’t so bad. some

Konkomba liked him, but he was giving our com to Ya-Na so that was

bad and it should be ended. So when Konkomba now alight in Wapul we

are very careful. (Group interview with three Konkomba vouths, names

unknown/ Benja, 10/29/99).

In response to acts of Konkomba revenge directed at Dagomba chiefs, D.Cs (Dis-
trict Commissioners) would bum compounds and foodstuffs in Konkomba viilages that
had been fighting. The D.C. of Tamale distnict in 1929 is noted to have said "I hate these
fine men to kill each other when [ am convinced that by burning their compounds. fights
would very soon stop” (Stainland 1975: 43). [ could find no record of a Dagomba com-
pound being burnt by the office of the D.C. On the contrary, Stainland notes that in Au-
gust of 1934, a police corporal had seized livestock from a Konkomba village and stored
his capture in the court of Mbadugu Na. Although the D.C. at the time asserted that these
men, the Dagomba. had “nothing to be proud of”. no action was taken in response to this
incident. (Stainland 1975:108).

Gushiegu, a town in which the Konkomba were most closely integrated into the
Dagomba system, and a town that, unfortunately. this researcher was unable to visit, is

said by many in Bimotiev country to have often been singled out for the harshest treat-

ment from the Dagomba. Tait writes that in 1951, after the death of the Gushiegu Na, the
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local conquered Konkomba refused to accept that any man from the line of the dead chief
may again attempt to exert authority over them, so severe was the imposition of taxes and
tribute (Tait 1961: 10). [ was informed in Namong that it was not uncommon for the old
Gushiegu Na to simply sweep into town on a whim and request yams at any time of year,
even before the seed yams had started to grow, or to make extravagant requests such as
the immediate provision of 100 guinea fowls.

In summary, the history of Dagomba / Konkomba relations has been one of inva-
sion, raiding and displacement from the land, and outright exploitation on the part of at
least some chiefs. Along the eastern edge of the Dagomba advance. military outposts
were set up to protect the state from marauding bands of Konkomba and to facilitate raids
upon those Konkomba who remained outside Dagomba controi. Under Brtish rule. Da-
gomba authority over the acephalous peoples in their dominion was strengthened and the
regional royal and elder chiefs began to appoint Konkomba sub-chiefs under the control
of regional elder or royal chiefdom. As noted in the introductory chapter though, these
chiefs had no power to authorize new compounds within settlements, and had no author-
ity to make decisions involving the land and wielded a highly derivative form of author-
ity, which was power always seen as secondary and inferior to a Konkomba village earth
elder and which came from abroad and was, therefore, of little import. [n Mamprusi
territory, similar chiefs were usually chosen from the ranks of the secondary lineage
within a village, the “lineage for the people’, and this was also the case in Dagomba. Tait
suggests that this individual was little more than a mediator for minor squabbles between
Konkomba and neighbouring Dagomba villages.

The Konkomba have long lived in association with the Dagomba and although
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they were at first unable to defend themselves against the onslaught of a horse-mounted
cavalry and organized infantry, they eventually worked out means of striking back and

taking revenge. More however, will be said in the conclusion to this chapter on the form

this revenge would take.

The Nanumba

The final group, whose political structure and history needs to be addressed in or-
der to understand how outsiders have shaped Konkomba society, are the Nanumba. Na-
nun, as a traditional area falls under the authonty of the Bimbilla Naa. who resides at
their capital, the town of Bimbilla, located some one hundred kilometres south from Ta-
male. The Nanumba. like the Mamprusi and Nanumba are a Mole-Dagbani chiefdom,
whose ethnicity, according to Skalnik. is expressed through allegiance to a chieftancy
called naam in the Nanun language (Skalnik 1987: 147). Indeed, [ would argue that
much of what it means to be a member of one of these Dagbani societies is expressed in
the institution of chief or Na. [t is through devotion to the authority of the Na that the
Dagbani peoples express what it means to be a member of their society. Law, land and
riches all flow from the leadership of the Dagbani paramount and it is upon this loyalty to
one individual, that the Dagbani peoples articulate their relationship with those around
them.

The Nanumba, as stated before, are part of that southern push made by the Mole-
Dagbani and Mossi peoples out of what is modemn Burkina Faso into the Voltaic region
of modern Ghana. The Nanumba claim to be the descendents of Nanun, brother to Dag-
bon and Mamprugu. The Bimbilia Naa calls the Ya Na and Na Yiri “my brother”

(Skalnik 1987: 307) and the Nanun language is practically identical to Dagbane. The
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lack of any formal differentiation in criteria of membership between Dagomba and Na-
numba until very recently is illustrative of how closely related and similar these two peo-
ples are, and indeed why many Nanumba, who find themselves in Yendi identified them-
selves as Dagomba. Many Dagomba and Mamprust who have settled in Nanumba ter-
ritory now appeal to the Bimbilla Naa without reservation and accept his rulings as they
would the Na-Yiri or Ya-Na. The highly situational nature of Dagbani ethnicity tran-
scends the boundaries of the Mamprusi, Dagomba and Nanumba chiefdoms. All three of
these groups seem to express their ethnicity through allegiance to a powerful paramount
and a hierarchy of chiefdoms. This allegiance would seem to be easily transferred back
and forth between chiefdoms. The languages, culture. political organisation of the Dag-
bani chiefdoms. although not correlating completely, do possess a large degree of con-
gruence. [ndeed. if one were to look for some form of discontinuity between these
groups it might be in their relations with the acephalous peoples that inhabit and surround
their termtory.

Skalnik contends that the Nanumba had not been very concerned with making a
distinction between themselves and the Dagomba until later in the twentieth century
when the Nanumba were drawn into some of the bloodiest conflicts that Ghana had seen
since independence with both the Gonja and Konkomba. He states that these conflicts,
especially those with the Konkomba have “made clear the concept of Nanumba-ness as
distinct from Dagbamba-ness” (Skalnik 1987: 305). To be certain, the Nanumba
emerged from their battles with the Konkomba a much-changed people. No longer did
the Bimbilla Naa look to the Ya-Na for aid in settling complex disputes that he felt he

alone could handle, rather, the Nanumba seem to have re-asserted their independence as
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an autonomous state separate [rom Dagomba in the wake of these wars.

However, as we shall see, these same conflicts did no less for Konkomba ethnic-
ity. Bimotiev clans forced into Nanun territory hundreds of years ago, and who had been
forced to live with similar conditions under the Bimbilla Naa as their comrades under the
authority of the Ya-Na, struck back impressively, most recently in 1994, but before that,
with equal vigour, in 1981 and in the mid-1940s. Indeed, the termtory of Nanun has been
witness to some of the most intense and most recent manifestations of the Konkomba re-
sistance to the control of a foreign paramount. Nanumba territory, which is located in-
between Dagbon and southern Gonja, was refuge to many of the Bimotiev who fled from
Yendi in the sixteenth century and is perhaps one of the most ethnicaily heterogeneous
areas of the Northern Region as it is located around two of the most important trading
hubs within the Volta region, Salaga and Bimbilla.

[n the late 1970°s. when Lake Vaolta flooded and destroyed the main road from
Yendi to Accra, farmers from Nanun began to settle the land around the new road that
crossed the Oti and connected Yendi to Accra via Bimbilla. To the surprise of most Na-
numba, a census taken of this region in the wake of the road construction reveaied that
there were now actually more self-identified Bimotiev Konkomba living in Nanun than
there were Nanumba. Through the rallying and lobbying actions of KOYA. the Kon-
komba Youth Organisation, the issue of whether or not a minority could actually exert
executive authority over the Konkomba began to be raised in the villages surrounding
Bimbilla. The Konkomba Youth Association, an organisation founded in part through
the aid of Christian churches in Northern Region and the Ghana Institute of Linguistics.,

was established by young educated Konkomba who had moved to the urban centres and
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set up to promote literacy and to act as a representative for villagers in their deaiings with
Dagbani chiefs and regional governments. This was an awakening period for the Bimo-
tiev and ultimately for all Konkomba. Through the resistance articulated by the Bimotiev
in Nanun territory, a form of ethnic awareness would spread through Konkombaland and
become the foundation not only for a developing Konkomba ethnicity but also for a new
Konkomba political identity, an identity that will be explored in detail in chapter 6. The
Bimotiev had long had to deal with the control of the paramount Na throughout their ter-
ritory, but at this point in their history, they had gained enough economic capital through
the sale of their agricultural produce to mount a concerted resistance against their “land-
lords™. Prior to the late 1960s, few young Konkomba had ever attended schools. and
their social position throughout the land on which they lived. from Gambaga to Bimbilla,
was considered to be the lowest, but now, a change in lifestyle was beginning to occur
and KOY A, a group that articulated Bimotiev and eventually Konkomba opinion, was to
become. in large part, the instrument through which Konkomba ethnicity would be as-
serted within Ghanaian society.

[n order to understand this incident, the rise of KOY A and the subsequent con-
flicts in Nanun, a briet return to the colonial period and to the territory of the Mamprusi s
required, as it was during the 1950’s in the area around the scarp that the movement to
assert Konkomba autonomy and ethnicity began. The Konkomba, although hard working
farmers had never really been prosperous as a result of the necessity to provide tribute in
agricultural goods. This tribute, usually exacted at times during the harvest of a particu-
lar crop, was paid directly to the paramount Na or, in the case of the Dagomba was sim-

ply hijacked or confiscated by a local military detachment or chief. [n or around the year



1953 — informants’ memories are uncertain about the actual date — Komba from the
village of Gbindere, in defiance of the Mamprusi chief that occupied that town, sent their
entire shipment of white yams to the market in Tamale. This was accomplished with the
aid of the elder for the earth from the Komba traditional centre of Namong, a man from a
well-respected clan, the Binyambob. This individual, named Bilarim Naabu, is said to
have invited the Gbindere chief to Namong for some pito beer, while the truck that the
Gbindere Konkomba had hired from Basari country loaded up the Konkomba yams and
took them to Tamale to sell on the open market. Upon hearing what had happened. the
Mamprusi chief at Gbindere was furtous and went directly to the Na-Yiri, who attempted
1o clamp down on any further such attempts by the Konkomba to sell their own yams, but
to no avail. Naabu, and elders from throughout Komba country began to transport yams
to Tamale and pay their required tribute in hard currency. This led to the Konkomba dis-
covery that their yams, corn and sorghum were being severely undervalued by the Mam-
prusi and that through selling their usuaily abundant supply of produce they were able to
feed themselves, pay tribute and begin amassing a considerable fortune. The Mamprusi.
also farmers, though not to the extent that the Konkomba were, both in terms of the
amount of land cultivated and the size of their harvest, were forced to begin buying pro-
duce from the Konkomba.

Following their success in Kombaland, which first gave Ghanaian Konkomba a
sense of self-assertion, certain individuals began setting up Konkomba settlements out-
side Ghana’s larger cities. The first of these was just outside of Tamale. The purpose of
these settlements was to provide Konkomba visiting a major city with a place to dis-

charge their produce and rest before returning to their villages. The largest of these set-



n
W

tlements was the

'M“KUMB M MAHKEI- 'l town of Hejura,

G‘E.NERAL OFFICE WA | l around one hour

.....

ool 3

northeast of
Kumasi.
Meanwhile, Kon-
komba who had

moved to towns

such as Hejura

Figure 2.2. Konkomba Yam Market General Office in Accra

after the onset of

regular Konkomba shipments to urban markets, soon began cultivating the lands around
the settlements and began using the surplus produce grown to make in-roads into Akan
markets, such as the large Kumasi -ongo. a market which until the post-colonial era the
Konkomba had apparently never entered, as there exists no record of Konkomba migra-
tion into Kumasi to work the zongo as traders or, like other northem peoples, as migrant
labourers (Schildkrout 1978:74-78)

At some point after independence, the Bimotiev picked up this practice, and for
the first time both Bimotiev and Komba began associating with one another in the small
Konkomba trading outposts established outside Tamale, Kumasi and Accra. It would
seem that some degree of cooperation was taking place at a level that superseded regional
or ‘tribal” oppositions within Konkomba. The Komba and Bimotiev had not until their
entrance into the urban yam and grain markets had much communication with each other.

Further, it might have been expected that these two groups would have entered into
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something of a competitive relationship within the urban markets. This however, this did
not take place. It would seem that the Komba and Bimotiev opposition to the Dagbani
chiefdoms and their similar desire to overthrow the paramounts of these chiefdoms
through the expansion of agricuitural trade, brought these two groups together, indicative
of a growing sense of Konkomba ethnic solidarity.

The individuals living in these urban settiements were Konkomba who were re-
moved from village life, and although they enjoyed a very simple life, preferring not to
invest their newfound wealth in conspicuous displays of affluence, but rather in assets de-
signed to expand their economic base, their attitudes towards education began to change.
Konkomba youth were now sent away to attend boarding schools outside of the village,
closer to one of the larger regional cities.

Konkomba production, was henceforth no longer simply a means of subsistence.
but rather it became a full blown business and contributed to the creation of a young Kon-
komba elite, educated and city-savvy, but with strong ties to the village. Many of these
educated individuals would go on to form branches of KOYA throughout the north. A
wealthy and powerful urban group of elders was also created. elders who facilitated ac-
cess 1o southern markets. These new Konkomba elders became involved in ventures de-
signed solely to facilitate the progress and expansion of the primary Konkomba business.
farming. Their businesses started included mechanic shops to repair Konkomba trucks,
Konkomba rest stops on the Tamale-Accra road and finally, and perhaps most impor-
tantly, the establishment of a large Konkomba owned and operated co-operative yam
market in Accra. This market, which sells yams from all over Konkomba country, is

now, according to Konkomba informants in Accra, the primary source of yams for south-
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em Ghana and exports yams through the guinea coast region. Dagomba markets in Ac-
cra, which formerly sold Konkomba yams were overshadowed and many were forced to
close down, and Dagomba women, formerly the recipients of Bimotiev yams, were now
employed as porters in the Konkomba market. Moreover, the removal of the need to pay
Dagbani paramounts in agricultural kind ended a relationship of tribute that went against
that which had heretofore defined Konkomba identity, working and receiving life from
the land.

Since the mid-1970s, throughout Northern Ghana, numerous associations have
been founded that claim to speak for the youth of a particular ethnic group. These youth
associations or “*Youth and Development Associations™ combine the form of organisation
that we see in sodalities throughout West Africa, with membership based on origin and
ethnic affiliation and a common desire to defend the rights of one’s people {Lentz 1995:
3). The names of these groups frequently refer to the ethnic group which composes it;
Konkomba Youth Organisation, Dagomba Youth Association. and there is typically no
age limit for membership. Lentz suggests that the *youth’ in *youth organisation means
to be politically active or involved with one’s mobilizing the opinion of the people (Lentz
1995: 3). In the Northern Region. youth associations have largely acted as the spokesper-
sons of their ethnic group, articulating a collective ethnic identity and through doing so.
forging modem ethnicity as contraposed to other groups. These youth assoctations have
been on the frontline of the bloody clashes that have beset Northern Region since the
early 1980s, most especially KOYA.

The attitude of the Rawlings NDC government towards the extreme rhetoric of

many youth associations has been somewhat ambivalent as the grass roots philosophy is
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very close to the government’s localized policy of economic development. During town
durbars, government officials would often exhort the association’s ability to act as agents
of mobilization, and regional governments sought to enlist the youth groups in the im-
plementation of its rural development policies (Lentz 1995: 396). Government support
for assaciations that proclaimed an ethnic affiliation provided, it seems, a form of exter-
nal legitimization for the group’s voice. These associations already had the authority of
the group, but government support gave the associations political clout in the national
arena. [n Ghana, legitimating authority requires the fusion of economic and political
capital from both the traditional and modemn spheres; one requires the support of the ap-
paratus of the modern nation-state and an appeal to the strength of rural connections
(Lentz 1998: 64).

Among the Konkomba these youth groups were largely controlled by the yam
brokers and richer Konkomba who inhabited Accra and the settlements outside Kumasi
and Tamale. The foot soldiers of these organisations however. men who articulated the
economic program of the yam négociants that produce from throughout Konkombaland
be sold in cooperative markets, were individuals who had been educated in the regtonal
boarding schools that had been established throughout the Northern Region as a result of
Nkrumah’s regional development efforts after independence.

These younger members of the youth associations would travel throughout Kon-
kombaland and talk about the necessity of leamning Konkomba culture and that Kon-
komba cultural identity was rooted in an ability to stand up to the regional chiefdoms
through economic and military power. These ‘ethnic missionaries’, as Lentz calls them,

write new tribal histories that have to be worked out in the creation of ethnic identity
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(1994: 461). The Konkomba youth association, among other groups, has been responsi-
ble for drawing out and mobilizing an identity rooted in the Konkomba attachment to the
land and opposition to the Dagbani. The reinforcement of this self-identity is responsible
for creating a Konkomba ethnicity that transcends regional boundaries between clans or
between southern Bimotiev and northern Komba. KOY A speaks with an authoritative
*native voice’ (Lentz 1994: 461), while simultaneously receiving leave from the govern-
ment to do so.

To some extent, the Youth associations have played on the cleavages in northern
Ghanaian society. The view of ethnicity adopted in this thesis is that identity of members
is to some extent rooted in tradition and history but is subject to manipulations through
the active instigation of individuals and organisations that, as Cohen has suggested, ag-
gregate and channel support within often isolated communities for confrontation at a in-
ter-group. inter-ethnic level. KOYA then, is a group of entrepreneurs who shape ethnic-
ity by bringing psychological. historical and social aspects of ethnicity into salience
(Cohen 1978: 396).

KOY A then, a group that by the end of the 1970’s would have behind it the sup-
port of a new and powerful sector of Northem society, would have its first opportunity to
stand as an advocate for Konkomba ethnic interests in addressing the disproportionality
of representation in Nanumba district, specifically over the issue of marital arbitration.
The Konkomba marriage custom prescribes the betrothal of a young man to a new baby
girl (Tait 1961: 161). The man is supposed by custom to work for the father of the girl
until the young girl goes through puberty at which point the de facto marnage com-

mences (Skalnik 1989: 157). In reality, by the point the marriage begins, the young girl
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very often has no desire to enter into relations with a man in his forties and it is not un-
common to for such girls to find another, younger man with whom to associate, and when
she is eventually forced into the betrothed marriage, the young girl will often elope
(Skalnik 1989: 157). This is, of course, a very serious affair, as the man has given almost
twenty years of service to the young girl’s father and such cases often require arbitration
and judicial ruling. This practice, a form of bride service, would seem to be a custom pe-
culiarly adapted to rural farming societies in which there is next to no wealth accumu-
lation, and so bride wealth is paid in services rather than goods. During the time in which
almost all Konkomba produce was used for subsistence and for tribute. the need for la-
bour service would seem to be clear. Increased rebellion by voung brides to this custom
could be seen as a result of growing wealth among Konkomba farmers. permitting fami-
lies to pay a bride price in goods or money.

Within Nanumba territory, the Bimbilla Naa enjoyed a monopoly on arbitrationr
and the Konkomba were required to come to him for the settlement of mantal disputes.
The Naa. knowing only too well that the Konkomba were eager to straighten out their
disputes promptly often demanded a large fee to ensure that justice be meted out swiftly
and fairly and frequently.

KOY A, voicing the Bimotiev dislike that they were forced to go to an outsider.
the Naa, to settle internal domestic problems, proposed two measures to remedy this
situation. Firstly they proposed the abolition of the betrothal custom, difficult to accom-
plish largely due to the resistance of elders, but certainly possible with increased accumu-
lated wealth, but secondly, and more importantly, KOY A decided to set up its own board

of arbitration to resolve marriage disputes (Skalnik 1989: 158). The Bimbilla Naa de-
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manded of the Bimotiev that these KOY A interventions stop and requested that the
Northern Region government expel all Konkomba from his country. The government
district chairman, a member ot the ruling People’s National party of Ghana captured the
leader of the Bimbilla KOY A branch and deported him from Nanumba territory by un-
ceremoniously dumping him on the road to Yendi after a six mile ride in the back of a
truck (Skalnik 1989: 159). In response to this atfront, the Konkomba in Nanumba tem-
tory, who were the last to really take advantage of the Konkomba presence around the
major centres, stopped selling vams to Nanumba and redirected their produce to the Ac-
cra yam market.

This *boycott’ enflamed tensions between the Nanumba and the Konkomba and
on the evening of April 23, 1981, a group of Konkomba broke into the Bimbilla Naa’s
court and shot dead the roval secretary and interpreter. I[n response to this attack, the son
of a Konkomba businessman from Kpasaland was killed. This in turn led to the burning
and looting of Nanumba and Konkomba houses in Bimbilla.

During this skirmish. two of Ghana’s most widely read papers. the Daily Graphic
and the Ghanaian Times reported dozens of cases of razed villages, tleeing Dagombas
and Nanumbas and hundreds killed at the hands of Konkomba youth organizations:

# Ghanaian Times, January 5. 1981: “A truck load of fleeing Dagombas and Na-
numbas in the East Gonja District reports of impending invasion by Konkombas
into Grubi. The Konkombas are alleged to be trying to gain control of the pal-
ace of the chief” (Amponsah 1981a).

N/

Daily Graphic, April 28, 1981: Konkomba thugs kill 7 as fighting in the North
begins to flare. (Amponsah 1981b).

‘/

Ghanaian Times, April 30, 1981: “It is reported the Konkombas suddenly at-

tacked the Dagombas and Nanumbas who had gone to the market. After alleg-



edly killing a number of people, they entered local houses and set them on fire™
(Amponsah 1981c).

# Daily Graphic, June 16, 1981: “Konkomba youth groups begin conflict in Loloto af-
ter they (Konkomba) are ordered to pay fees Gonja Paramount”. (Amponsah 1981c¢).

In June 1981, gangs of voung Nanumba warriors, armed and organized by the
Bimbilla Naa, crossed the Oti River and attempted to drive the Konkomba completely out
of Nanumba territory. This campaign failed and the Nanumba troops were handily de-
feated by the Konkomba warriors, and only after calling in the national police were the
Konkomba finally halted before they sacked Bimbilla itself. The Nanumba lost hundreds
of head of cattle. considerable material wealth and a large number of people during this
war. They also ended up with something of a political black eye. as the literate Ghanaian
public, who detested “old-fashioned, feudal’ chiefdoms sided with the “poor, illiterate”
Konkomba (Skalnik 1989: 162). The Konkomba, on the other hand. emerged from this
conflict with few losses in the form of human life or wealth and with the knowledge that
they had the power to terminate, if they chose to exercise it, the yoke of subjugation that
they had endured for so long.

For centuries the Konkomba had dealt with the imposed authority of neighbouring
chiefdoms, and throughout this period they been forced to continuously express their way
of life, and worldview through quiet resistance, through processes of interaction that de-
fied foreign attempts at assimilation but which rarely devolved into all-out warfare. Dur-
ing the Nanumba / Konkomba conflict, Konkomba from throughout their territory were
unified in the effort to attack the Bimbilla Naa and everything that he represented;
Komba became involved in gun-running through Togo to arm their southern compatriots.

and the Bimotiev in Dagomba territory were active in the fighting against Nanumba.
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This conflict — different from past skirmishes during the colonial and pre-colonial period
in that the Konkomba were now financially able to mount a legitimate defence against the
well-armed Dagbani chiefdoms — was a turning point for the Konkomba as it was to
some extent the dénouement of the process of rebellion begun decades earlier by the eld-
ers of Gbindere and Namong,

With this basic groundwork on the shape that Konkomba ethnic interaction has
taken [ believe that it is now appropriate to enter into an analysis of some of the internal
factors that have moulded Konkomba identity and the Konkomba outlook towards the in-
stitution of chief. The domineering and extortive actions of many Dagbani paramounts
has, without a doubt, bred a powerful resentment of foreign chiefs in Konkombaland. but
this in only a part of the picture. There are also a number of beliefs and traditions which
are grounded in the traditional system of economic production and settlement of the Kon-
komba peoples that have made it almost impossible for the Konkomba to accept that
political authonty over their Iiv‘es could be invested in any individual other than the vil-
lage elder of the earth. The earth elder embodies and oversees the powerful linkage that
the Konkomba maintain with the earth and it is this man alone who may determine the
destiny of a viilage. [n the following two chapters the office of earth elder and intricacies

of Konkomba earth cult will be explored.



64

CHAPTER 3: VILLAGE ORGANISATION AND CHIEFSHIP

Researchers are often faced with the dilemma of dealing with disparate descrip-
tions of social groupings within an ethnic group made by members of the group them-
selves. The ethnographer is frequently then forced to reconcile the categories and levels
of organisation received in the field with those described by researchers that have cov-
ered similar ethnographic terrain. This is a task that at times proves extremely difficult.
for one is dealing with the way in which an interpreter or informant orally transiates a
cognitive system of interlocking relationships within an ethnic group into something
which he or she thinks the researcher can understand. The anthropologist has categories
and terms such as clan, tribe. major lineage. and very often the description offered by the
informant will seem to fit our understood composition of one of these particular catego-
ries. Next time round. however, we find that a different ethnographer will construe the
same related category in a different manner.

Acephalous people such as the Konkomba do use concepts and categories similar
to what anthropologists mean when they use term “tribe” or “clan”, these groupings are
however often phrased in a manner such as “those that we go with™ or “those with which
we go only for farming™ which do not seem to immediately fit into any pre-determined
forms of organisation.

The people we study change and adapt their understanding of how they are or-
ganized on the ground almost as frequently as anthropologists and social scientists come
up with new definitions to describe these formations. Fox points out that anthropologists

are “never happier than when coining natty Latinisms for things” and consequently there
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exist a number of derivations and adaptations of a particular term. The use of a new form
of a word becomes a substitute for analytical flexibility and authors make conceptual dis-
tinctions in order to generate discovery (Fox 1967: 50).

The use of organisational terms relating to the Konkomba in the present work
does differ somewhat from the forms used by previous researchers. Through comparison
with the benchmark work conducted by Tait and also with work conducted by Froelich in
Togo among the Komba, it is hypothesised that changes in how the Konkomba under-
stand and define themselves is indicative of a transformation in Konkomba identity pre-
sumably occasioned by the new economic niche that the Konkomba have carved for
themselves.

Tait notes that although the Konkomba lack any specialized term for what he

terms a village district and which [ will discuss as a village. he believes that the village is

the largest precisely
known territorial unit
as it contains a “know-

able group of real or

putative agnatic kins-
men” -members of a
clan - and is therefore

the most important unit

of territorial organisa-

Figure 3.0. Komba family compound in Nabule

tionn in Konkombaland

(Tait 1958: 169). This chapter will focus then on the composition of Konkomba villages
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and how this unit fits into the structure of Konkomba society.

East Mamprusi District, the heart of Kombaland, contains thirty-one villages that
are ethnically Komba. The northern part of this district also contains the two major
Mamprusi towns of Gambaga and Nalerigu and approximately forty-five Mamprusi vil-
lages. There are also numerous Tchakosi and Bimobas villages along the border region
with Togo. Each Komba village within East Mamprusi contains anywhere from five to
thirty family compounds. Family compounds are composed of three to six round huts,
made of earth and clay thatched with grass and enclosed by an earthen wail. Each of
these villages belongs to one of twenty-five clans found in the region. These clans. listed
in figure 3.1 all begin with the prefix *Bi - * or "Be - " which translates to mean “they who
-"or “he who - 7, as in “'they who know™ or “they who fight”. Many personal names
also begin with this prefix such as “Bimensian”, “Bipoba” or “Bilinyimbu", (the name [
was given by the Konkomba elders in Namong, which transiates to mean *"He who wants
to be known™). Each clan. identified by one of the names in figure 3.1. is composed of a
minimum of two major lineages, whose common ancestor is taken to have founded the
village in the distant past. Members of only one clan inhabit a village, with represen-
tatives of both of the clan’s major lineages found within each village.

The 25 clans represented in East Mamprusi District do overlap into other adminis-
trative districts. Individuals within Nabule and Namong, bath villages of the Binyambob
clan, told me that their clan had villages in Togo and further south near Gushiegu and

also some villages in Gonja country to the west which are part of the network of villages

* I was given this name after [ informed the elder that I wanted to visit all the Konkomba settlements in the
area, as well as the Mamprusi towns. “Why do vou want to see every town, you can learn everything you
need to know about the Konkomba right here!” was the response made by one elder to my request.
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which have sprung up throughout Ghana to support the Konkomba yam transport busi-
ness. [t is generally accepted by residents of Nabule that they originated in Namong, a
village that is considered the traditional center for the Komba. This relationship between
Nabule and Namong is generally not discussed unless the authority of the earth lineage
within that village is questioned. as it was when the Yunyoo Naa, the neighboring Mam-
prusi regional chief claimed that the earth shrine of Nabule was a Mamprusi sacred place.
The Nabule Utindaan claimed that his people had moved here from and were of the earth
lineage of Namong, after crossing through the territory of Yunyoo, and had discovered
the earth shrine of Nabule. The Mamprusi, according to the elders of Nabule. accepted
this claim because the earth lineage of Namong had been in East Mamprusi for “much
longer than Na-Yiri™ rlnterview with Mr. TT/ Nabule, 24/8/99). The Konkomba village
then, represents, through the earth, the solidarity of a genealogy, and through its territo-
rial position on the land. the solidarity of the Konkomba community.

Members of one clan only occupy each village. Clans are commonly segmented
into two major agnatic lineages both of which are usually represented in a single village.
There exists no Kenkomba term for the concept of lineage. rather. the tem onibaa or uti-
baa is used in the phrase “Ti je onibaa " to indicate, “We are all the oftspring of one
man”. Tait notes that the terms odzabaa, meaning “one man’. and ‘mfiem mbaa’ meaning
‘once’ are also used to imply descent from ‘one’ or “the one” are also used to denote the
lineage (Tait 1954: 214). The two component lineages within a village are contraposed.
by this, is meant the separation of ritual roles between them. The two lineages within
each village are distinguished as the ‘lineage for the earth’ or “earth lineage’ and the

*lineage for the people’ or ‘elder’s people’. Tait transiates the former role from Lekpok-
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pam to mean “Owner of the Land’s People”; however, [ was informed on numerous occa-
sions that it is wrong to use terms such as “owner” in reference to the Otindaa or Utin-

daan, the senior and eldest member of the earth lineage, the lineage which is understood
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to have first established a settlement. This is because, [ was told, that no man can “own”
the earth, rather, an elder works for the earth. The division of ritual roles within the vil-
lage is a widespread pattern throughout Northern Ghana and indeed throughout the Vol-
taic region. Among some groups such as the Dagbani, the importance of the paramount
chief or regional chief has eclipsed the authority of the earth elder. However, among the
Gur and acephalous Mole peoples, the Tengdaan or earth elder still holds considerable
power within each village (Manoukian 1951: 83).This "elder for the earth’ or earth priest
oversees all ritual activities involving the earth, including those involving the harvest.
burials and building of new huts or compounds. The members of the Utindaan s lineage
are the descendants of those who came first and settled the land. The lineage of the
Onekpel ot “he who holds the people’ is thought of as the group which aided the earth
lineage in attacks from neighboring groups, such as. in the case ot the Northern Komba,
the Tchakosi, and helped the village to flourish.

Tait notes that every new village has its own shrines and that when a man goes
into the bush to establish a new settlement he must consult a diviner to locate the earth
shrine in that area. Thus is established, through the discovery of a particular territory’s
shrine, an intimate relationship between a group of people and the land (Tait 1958: 173).
Yet when a man or a group of individuals move into an area that is already occupied. it is
only with the consent of the existing village members who “found™ the earth shrine of
that land, that the newcomers may begin to farm. What seems to be taking place in Kon-
kombaland is that individuals forced to move into newly established villages are assimi-
lated as “kinsmen™ within a second, junior lineage that is subordinate to those that

‘founded’ the settlement.
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The distribution of clans across Konkomba termtory would seem to indicate that
lineages were forced to move through territory in which they possessed no relatives.
Figure 3.1 shows the layout and distribution of clans in East Mamprusi District. Each
village is occupied by members of one particular clan, which are grouped into sub-tribes
or “those that we go with”. Villages composed of members of a non-related clan border
every village within this region indicating that there has been a considerable degree of
movement over the land by non-related clans. However, every village that [ visited
claimed that both of the lineages that composed the settlement were agnatically related.
What [ believe has happened is that after a short time, genealogical differences between
the latecomers and landowners are blurred. and both segments lay claim to the same api-
cal ancestor. A possible model for how this distribution may have occurred is Bohan-
nan’s concept of disjunctive migration (Bohannan 1954).

Disjunctive migration is a particular pattern of movement over the land identified
by Bohannan (1954) among the Tiv of Northern Nigeria and later extended by Horton
(1971). The pattern of Tiv lineage organisation is reflected in the spatial arrangement of
unilineal descent groups on the land they occupy. {Bohannan 1958: 40). Each agnatic
lineage segment inhabits a continuous bloc of land that forms an ipaven and a tar. The
tar embodies political and spatial allegiance to a particular lineage and territory. The
ipaven refers to the genealogical inhabitants of a particular piece of land. The territory of
each minimal segment adjoins that of its closest sibling ipaven, a territory or tar occupied
by two minimal segments also has a discrete territory, and is in turn nested within another
level, both genealogically and territorially. Every Tiv is born to a particular tar and has

full citizenship within by virtue of that tar s association with that individual’s patriline-
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The right to cultivate within one’s zar is acquired by birth and every Tiv male is

said to have a right to land to use for himself, this right is a provision of his status as a

full member of a particular tar. Land is assigned to members of a tar by compound heads

within the territory of a minimal lineage segment. In areas where land is plentiful and the

number of members within the territory is still low enough that the land can support the
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Figure 3.2. Relationship of Genealogy to Territory adapted from
Bohannan (1934: 3).

population, this
process of as-
signment of cul-
tivable plots is
not a problem.
there is no need
to expand onto
new land. When
one expands their
farm it is always
towards the ter-
ritorial segment
whose land 1s at
the boundary but

who is most dis-

tantly related to you (Bohannan 1954: 3). [n this way, when a Tiv farmer’s distant

neighbor objects to expansion, an individual will always carry the full support of the
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largest possible group of local kin. In the figure reproduced here from Bohannan we see
that if minimal territory (a) is expanding and minimal territory (b) is also expanding the
territory that contains them both, (7}, is also necessarily expanding. Moreover, we see
that the more closely related two lineage segments are, the closer their termtonial seg-
ments must necessarily be.

Problems arise in this process of territorial expansion when the supply of avail-
able land becomes exhausted through over-population and land degradation as it has in
southern Tivland. Individual males, blocked from expanding their territory in a direction
that would expand the influence of an entire clan, move into territory in which none of
the adjacent settlements are of their patrilineage. Blocked segments pass through the land
occupied by their closest genealogical relations and find themselves living on land be-
longing or adjacent to individuals with which they possess no or very distant agnatic rela-
tions (Horton 1971: 94). If this process is to continue within a particular area the region
slowly begins to resemble a series of settlements aggregated by common interests in cul-
tivating the land and not a neat distribution of related descent groups as shown in Figure
3.2. The need to depend on one’s neighbors for aid in the fields during times of crop
failure, war or raiding would seem to logically suggest that an individual residing in terr-
tory far from the home of his patrilineage would necessarily re-order his patterns of alle-
giance and begin to reckon solidarity not in terms of genealogical links but in terms of

»
co-residence and proximity.

Horton believes that the locus classicus of populations that exhibit this form of
migration is the land found between the “headwaters of the Voita up toward the Niger

bend” the country inhabited by groups such as the Lowilli and Lodagaa, the Binifor and



73

Nankanse, and the Konkomba (Horton 1971: 94). In populations that have gone through
the processes of disjunctive migration, relations between those present within a particular
settiement revolve around the actual or fictive understandings of *who came first’, or who
pioneered the land. The “landowners’ or ‘first comers’ are members of that lineage that
established a settlement. If this pattern did indeed take place among the Konkomba it
might explain the senior status which the earth lineage or *first comers’ maintain vis-q-vis
the latecomers. who are not really members of a particular lineage, but simply those who
joined a settlement after it has been established. Many Konkomba elders in Komba
country explained that one lineage is senior in many villages because they founded the
viliage and discovered the earth shrines of that region and so are the individuals re-
sponsible for communication with the earth and the ancestors.

Froelich does note that the relationship between the two 'lineages’ within a vil-
lage is generally a fictive one. and that they originate from different regions or par-
ishes(Froelich 1963: 143). These two lineages. which he also understands as first-comers
and latecomers respectively, do assume contraposed ritual roles within Komba territory in
Togo, and here again. the two roles follow the classic voltaic pattern of elder for the peo-
ple or Onekpe! and elder for the earth, the Utindaan (Froelich 1963: 145).

The earth or its spirit, a powerful concept in the religious life of most West Afti-
can peoples is brought to the forefront as group identity is articulated now not only by de-
scent but also through termitory and land (Horton 1971: 93). Latecomers are required to
transact all activities which require the consent of the earth spirit through the earth line-
age or “first comer” group. There is also a degree of implied complementarity to this

system. Latecomers require the earth lineage to provide access to the land, and the earth
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lineage, although in control of the ritual aspects of the right to use land, does not, for the
same reason that the latecomers were forced to leave their home territory, necessarily
have the support of neighbors to help it secure and maintain the land against intrusions by
neighboring groups. Village founders require the latecomers to provide the necessary
manpower needed to maintain the boundaries of a territorial settlement such as a village

against other groups that might expand and against other ethnic groups.

A second problem which arises upon inspection of a map of an area in Konkom-
baland that contains a number of villages appears to be the almost perfect degree of ran-
domness presented when the territonial layout of clans by village is charted. [n the map
seen in figure 3.1, we can see a distribution of clans that allows for no particular clan to
be under-represented in an area. [t may be that this checkerboard layout of clans is in-
dicative of some method to the pattern of disjunctive migration, if indeed this form of
movement has taken place in Konkombaland. [t is conceivable that when members of a
particular clan leave to found new villages. theyv typically move into areas where other
clans hold sway to ensure that no one clan can control the best and most fertile land. Tait
has offered no historical evidence to prove that disjunctive migration has occurred among
the Konkomba. Further. the Konkomba, in discussing their movement over the land
through genealogical time are not relating “real” history, but rather the distribution of
power, prestige, and property in the present. Genealogy, at an emic level. is an idiom in
which structural relationships on the ground are worked out and is not a record of actual
history. Konkomba that [ spoke to suggested that when they move to start a new village

they simply go where the best or most fertile land exists. Indeed, that alone may be rea-
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son enough, however, the need to maintain some degree of equality between clans in
Konkomba society may play some role in patterns of migration in East Mamprusi District
and perhaps elsewhere in Konkombaland.

Disjunctive migration then is a possible mode through which the non-territorially
contiguous pattern of Konkomba clan distribution may have arisen. It is purely specula-
tive as to whether this pattern has occurred in Konkombaland, however, the apparent
strengthening of the Voltaic pattern of nitual division within Konkomba villages and the
distribution of clans previously discussed would seem to indicate that such a pattern may
have been in operation. This pattern of clan dispersal across the land has created a soci-
ety networked by crosscutting linkages based on kin and neighborhood. Villages within a
small region. such as that of East Mamprusi District, must then rely upon their
neighbours when chiefdoms or raiders, such as the Tchakosi or the invading Dagomba.
attack. Thus, as Goody points out, “"a continuous intermeshing of social relations devel-
ops” (Goody 1934: 27). These networks of crosscutting ties have strengthened Kon-
komba communities and Konkomba ethnicity by creating a web of alliances that tran-
scend kinship and standard segmentary forms of ‘self-help’.

It must also be noted that Tait in his analysis of Konkomba political and kin-
based organisation did not note any maintained ‘tribal’ division between Komba and Bi-
motiev, and neither did he include, as discussed earlier, the Basan as a Konkomba tribe
as they (the Konkomba) understand the term. Tait’s understanding of ‘tribe’ would seem
to be a category as fluid as the Konkomba category “those who we go with” which [ have
described as the “‘sub-tribe”. a grouping which currently has no degree of territorial con-

tiguity, but apparently did during the time of Tait’s fieldwork. Solidarity or common-
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purpose based on the territorial contiguity of kinship in Konkomba, such as the Tiv-like
state where tar and ipaven mirror one another, has been completely disrupted by mi-
gration and conflict. The Konkomba look to their neighbours first to aid in battle, kinship
notwithstanding. Kinship and organisational categories have been redefined so many
times by the necessities of dealing with neighbours who are often much better equipped.
militarily speaking, and so must rely on flexible patterns of alliance. Konkomba ethnic
identity embodies an ability to disregard kin-based allegiances and come together against
a common enemy intent on disrupting Konkomba patterns of authority and their agrarian
existence.

Clans within East Mamprusi District are organized into a category that [ have
termed the sub-tribe, and here is where we run into some confusion over the nomencla-
ture used to describe the Konkomba. Tait has used the term “tribe’ in relation to the small
agnatic segments represented in villages, units that [ was told were analogous to my un-
derstanding of the term "clan’. He then uses the term “sub-tribe’ to denote what can only
be understood as regional divisions of a ‘tribe’.

Further. Tait notes that the tribe s the largest unit of common values and lovalty
(Tait 1958: 168). Tait’s notion of the tribe would seem to fit the category that [ have de-
scribed as sub-tribe and for which the Konkomba that [ spoke to had no word other than
the same they use for lineage or clan. The Komba in East Mamprusi district are quite
certain about who their clan will “go with” in times of battle, who they will “bury the
fight” with, as Tait puts it (Tait 1958: 168), however, these groupings are not necessarily
based on kin. When asked whether all clans that you “go with™ are related [ aiways re-

cetved a resounding *“no”.
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We go with the clans that have always been with us and who help us
against Na-Yiri when we battled with him. Some of us are related but we
have clans with us who are not related but they will always fight with us.
But now though everyone fights like with the war. But if there is a fight
between [among] us, then we always go with these clans. (Interview with

Mr. BN/ Nansuan, 24/9/99).

Tait’s category of sub-tribe, certainly a far more important level of organization

as it is currently reckoned by the Konkomba, was a way of dividing clans into regional

fighting units. However, Tait did recognize the fluidity with which these forms of group-

ing change and mutate. He mentions that he himself did not know the names of ail of the

sub-tribes in southem Bimotiev land, where he did his fieldwork, and was unable to meet
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a Konkomba who was able to name more than six of them (Tait 1953: 220). This is due.

[ believe, to the changing quality of the Konkomba ethnic unit. Sub-tribes were and [

suspect are still not, fixed and unchanging despite claims by the Konkomba that we “al-

ways go with these clans”. Froelich also saw the sous-tribu, the sub-tribe, as a regional
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unit which mobilized local clans for common purpose (Froelich 1954: 110).

Within a number of villages within East Mamprusi district there is a growing
trend to do away with the position of “elder for the people’ or Onekpel and incorporate
both of these positions within the earth lineage. Approximately thirty years ago, around
1969, after the first Onekpe! to be enstooled as a chief or Mamprusi liaison in Namong
died, the earth lineage within this village decided not to send up another person to Nale-
rigu to be enstooled by the Na-Yiri and the earth elder gave the clothing and paraphema-
lia, the kopanjok of the liaison chief, to his younger brother to hold as a symbol of the vil-
lage’s desire for peaceful relations with Mamprusi, but would not allow this younger man
to be enstooled as he was a man of the earth. This younger man cam to be known as
Gbonduan, loosely translated to mean “regent’, or “the one who holds the kopanjok™.
The junior lineage within the village resisted this abolition of the position of the liaison
chief. [ was told that members of the junior lineage saw these actions not as a move on
the part of the earth lineage to consolidate power within one lineage. However, most in-
dividuals, [ am told, believed that if removing the taint of Mamprusi leadership within
their village could only be accomplished through the elimination of the secondary politi-
cal role within the village then such an act would be warranted.

Most people look to the Utindaan [Otindaa] for the rituals of the earth. If

we are going to pour water or give juju for our ancestors then if we loose

the position that Na-Yiri always tries to take then its O.K. (/nterview with

Mr. JN/ Nansuan, 26/9/99).

However, with the current movement to establish paramount chiefs. for both the
Komba and Bimotiev, an office that would, to some extent, introduce a level of authonty

which would be above the ritual Utindaan and mirror the position occupied the by Dag-

bani paramounts, but from within. [t might be speculated that the Konkomba paramount
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might then reinvigorate or strengthen the position of the liaison chief or Onekpel and
move authority out of the sacred and into the secular sphere for although the paramount
will undoubtedly be chosen from a village earth lineage, his relationship with other vil-
lages under his dominion might be negotiated through the elder of the junior lineage.
This shift from sacred to a more secular form of power was observed among the Mam-
prusi after Gambaga and Nalerigu were separated as sacred and secular centers of power
for that chiefdom (Drucker-Brown 1975 : 166). The Gamarana or Mamprusi earth priest
lost considerable power after the Na-Yiri established Nalerigu as his seat of power.

Although both lineages within a village claim to be related through a distant an-
cestor, the junior or "People’s’ lineage would usually be the one which the Mamprusi or
Dagomba paramount would attempt to recruit into the bureaucratic hierarchy of the
chiefdom. This seems to have led to a great deal of internal antagonism within some vil-
lages such as Namong. The people of the earth lineage and I believe most of the village,
saw it as a bit of insidious way of assimilating Konkomba society into the administrative
sphere of the chiefdom. The individuals who were frequently recruited to act as the
Mamprusi liaison in Komba country were apparently always from the junior lineage in
the village — the ‘late-comers’. There exists in most Komba villages then. a distinct hier-
archy between the earth lineage and everyone else. Further, [ believe that this kind ot in-
ternal bickering over the substantive nature of Konkomba political authority — that
which contributes considerably to Konkomba solidarity and identity — is not only based
on relations with foreign neighbors but also on traditional values about where authority
originates.

Another incident that displays the interaction between clans occurred and is, ac-
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cording to latest information, still taking place, in the present Bimotiev trading town of
Saboba. Saboba, a town on the border with Togo, is a town that was established as one
of the primary Konkomba settlements after the Bimotiev were driven from Yendi by the
Dagomba. According to informant in and around Saboba and Sangur, in the late 1960s
Saboba became an important trans-border trading town and was soon bustling with
Yoruba traders from Nigeria. The Yoruba, who had always held a important commercial
position in Akan country and further south in the markets of Sekondi and Takoradi had
begun, during the 1960s. to make inroads in the Northern Region as brokers of ground-
nuts {Sudarkasa 1979: 145) and apparently began to demand that the Konkomba provide
a more substantial form of judicial authority within the village to arbitrate disputes over
contracts and agreements in the primarily Konkomba central market. A market chairman
was appointed to deal with legal questions; however, this individual was still subordinate
to the Saboba Urindaan. As the Saboba market grew in size and in importance, the
power of the chairman grew and many non-Konkomba began to see him (the chairman)
as the true authornty within Saboba. The Bimotiev inhabitants of the village were uncom-
fortable with overriding the power of the Saboba Utindaan and so moved the authority of
the earth lineage to nearby village of Sangur. Sangur became the guardian of the Saboba
earth shrine and the Bimotiev appointed a regent in Saboba to deal with mercantile and
judicial issues. For the Konkomba, authority flows from the earth. The nexus for Kon-
komba power and leadership is the earth shrine, a focus of ritual activity which aiso
represents the autonomy and boundaries of the most important territorial unit. the village.
This is apparent at all levels of Konkomba society, from the smallest northern village to a

busy trading town.
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Both of these events took place after the Konkomba in the Northern Region began
selling their agricultural produce in the markets of Ghana’s urban centers and could be
possibly seen as a movement by the Konkomba towards a more organized form of politi-
cal authority in the wake of increased material wealth. Horton did note that the form of
leadership found in societies that have undergone processes of disjunctive migration con-
tains the germ of state organization but with the mobility and flexibility of segmentary
opposition (Horton 1971: 95). [ do not, however, believe that this was what was taking
place in Namong. I was told by one person in another border town, Bunkpurugu, that
“Konkomba like things in their place™. This is nowhere more apparent then in the way in
which the Konkomba people view where their leaders should come from. For an indi-
vidual to command any kind of respect within Konkombaland, that individual must pos-
sess the approval of and a connection with the earth. For most Konkomba. that means the
earth lineage. Despite external intervention and circumstances of economy the man who
will ultimately be recognised as holding the final word within a village must always be
from the lineage that first discovered the land shrine within the boundaries of that set-

tlement as. as we shall see in the following chapter. the earth holds dominion over all.



CHAPTER 4: EARTH AND ANCESTORS

[n the religious life of the Konkomba, as with many other Guinea coast peoples,
earth shrines and the cult of the earth play a crucial role. The earth is the essential me-
dium through which the people of West Africa, people to whom the spirits of the ances-
tors play a supremely important role in quotidian life, commune with the past and those
who went before. The earth is a vital symbol of fertility in the home and in the fields and
the ancestors, the ultimate source of sanction for social life for the people of the Northern
Territories of Ghana (Manoukian 1951: §3).

A cursory examination of the religious complexes of a number of West African
peoples is indicative of how widespread the cult of the earth is in this region of the conti-
nent, and provides a clue as to why it needs to be emphasised in any analysis of nitual
among a Voltaic people such as the Konkomba.

For example. a citizen of the ancient kingdom of Asante. just south of Konkom-
baland, praise Asase Yaa or ‘old mother of the earth™ , the consort of “Nyame of the
sky” in the following fashion:

Earth, when [ am about to die, [ lean upon
vou. Earth, while [ am alive I depend upon

vou. Earth that receives dead bodies. (Busia
1951: 42).

Asase Yaa is creator, a potent deity, and no Asante farmer would begin working
the land without her leave (Parrinder 1941: 39). When a grave is to be dug the permis-
sion of the earth must also be asked. For the Asante, the earth and the ancestors are inex-
tricably linked. During funerary rites, the earth at the point of burial is requested to give

itself up to receive a body. No temple or object is involved as the Asante prefer to speak
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of the earth as a power or force felt across the land (Rattray 1923). Indeed, it has been
suggested that the cause of much political machination and struggle over political office
is the result of lineage attempts to control the shrines and spirits of the earth.

The Kusasi of Ghana’s upper east region receive the admonishment from their
earth priest or Tengdaan that they bury deceased individuals quickly for the sake of the
earth. “No one who has many brothers and sons can become rotten before burial™ lest
they spoil the land (Rattray 1932391)

Among the [bo of southern Nigeria, the great earth goddess is the very essence of
tertility. Called Ala she is the centre of the [bo moral universe. the giver of laws. (Talbot
1923: 43) Every Ibo village has a shrine to Ala. This shrine is senior to all others. The
shrine is typically placed in the hollow of a tree with iron rods and wooden gongs placed
in the formed upper ceiling of the hollow. (Meek 1937: 25). At the time of the yam har-
vest, fresh palm wine and yams are offered to Ala whether the harvest if bountiful or not
as the importance of the earth spirit is crucial in the [bos’ connection with the ancestors
and with burial rites.

The Yoruba cult of the earth surrounds the Orisha or deity named Oko. Oko has
very plain, unadomned temples in which cowrie shells and representations of twins are
housed, indicating the orisha s association with fertility (Parrinder 1941: 40). The main-
tenance of similarly named *Orixas’ in the highly syncretised form of Yoruba religion
found in modem Brasil and Cuba would seem to attest to the centrality of the earth cult in
the Yoruba religious complex.

In Ghana’s northern lands, among both the Mole-Dagbani people and the Gur

groups, Manoukian identifies two aspects in which the earth is considered. First, a prac-
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tical, owned, proprietary aspect, in which the land is divided up and allotted for people to
work. The second being the mystical, living side of the land, responsible for influencing
the activities of daily life and as a source of health or benefactor. The Konkomba do not
personify the earth as a deity as do the [bo, Yoruba or Ashanti, however they do some-
times embody the earth as female. (Manoukian 1951: 82). This female embodiment of the
earth is known as Kerik, she nourishes and cares for the earth through her partner in the
sky, Umbor, resident in the sun and in the rains (Froelich 1963: 150). Ketik is an aspect
of Umbor, a deity that represents the world and the universe. Through Ketik, Umbor, ex-
ercises influence over the land and the animals which reside upon it (Froelich 1963: 150).
It is through the earth shrine, the Ntengbe, that the Utindaan communes with the earth or
with Ketik. [t seems however, that the animistic aspect of the earth. the “face’ of Ketik, is
only invoked when the Konkomba wish to contact or appeal for the aid of one of the spir-
its that inhabit the wild, natural places of Konkombaland. Les genies or the spirits of the
river, the baobab tree or the crocodile pond are all invoked as representatives of the land
and are invoked when the earth adjacent to their shrine is in need of assistance through
some aspect of Umbor. from the warmth of the sun or through the rains. These spirits do
not inhabit a material shrine such as is found among the Ibo or Asante. but rather, are
considered to be "in the ground’, the ultimate destination for all Konkomba religious of-
ferings.

[ do not believe, as Froelich has suggested (1963: 150) . that the Konkomba, like
many of the other Voltaic groups make the distinction between the two aspects of the
land, between the mystical and the practical. This somewhat materialist approach ne-

glects to be informed by the actions of the elder for the land, the Utindaan, in Konkomba
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society, an individual who decides issues of physical boundaries or practical aspects of
working the land and also presides over the mystical sphere of the earth. There exists no
separation between the mystical and the practical as both are embedded within the func-
tions of the earth lineage.

The Konkomba are not unusual in West Africa, for they too have a strong in-
volvement with the land both spiritually and economically, indeed Tait notes that the land
shrine, the NVtengbe is the sine qua non of a district, the earth shrine embodies the essence
of that Konkomba lineage which occupies its territory (Tait 1958: 171) What then are the
consequences that these ubiquitous forms of religious practice have for ethnicity among
the Konkomba? Konkomba political structure is based on the dyadic relationship between
the elder for the land and the elder for the people. as was discussed in previous chapters.
Each Konkomba village is composed of two contraposed lineages. by this is meant a di-
vision of ritual roles between the lineage for the earth and lineage for the people. The
apical ancestor of the earth lineage is the individual who established a settlement and the
ancestor of the people’s lineage is “he who helped the one who first came here™ (Tait
1954: 214). Further. the crux of many of the past and existing antagonisms between the
Konkomba and their neighbours is rooted in how others have treated and misused the
product of Konkomba fields. of Konkomba land. An understanding of land and earth
rites and their place in the Konkomba worldview is central to the argument presented
here.

The Konkomba attachment to the land has moulded both their interaction with
neighbours and the rituals and beliefs that define Konkomba ethnicity. Konkomba earth

and ancestor rites are illustrative of this. They are simple and straightforward ntuals in-
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volving few spoken acts and typically directed solely towards the earth itself.

The earth shrine 1s the symbolic and ritual centre for each group of related clans
and both the Bimotiev and Komba have numerous earth shrines in their territory. Every
village is composed of two major agnatic lineages of the same clan, sharing in common
only a very distant ancestor and each clan has its own ancestor shrine. Traditionally, both
the Komba and the Bimotiev use some natural landmark such as a baobab tree. hill or
clearing as their earth shrine, and will often travel over large distances in order o serve
these shrines. Rarely do they make use of clay pots. gourds, calabashes or other items of
material culture. For the Konkomba, life revolves around the earth and its cultivation.
Consequently, Konkomba religious life on the physical plane is focused on the earth to
the exclusion of almost all else.

The Konkomba earth shrine at Yendi, a large baobab tree on the town’s northern
side near a small rise, has not been served since the Konkomba were displaced from
Yendi. To serve a shrine, one needs to provide the appropriate sacrifices and “water” -
libations - to the shrine that ties a particular lineage’s ancestors to the earth. The shrine
to which an individual owes allegiance is determined by the location in which the elder of
the earth or earth lineage for that village first established a settlement. Bimotiev Kon-
komba throughout this region maintain that this shrine still belongs to them and that the
Dagomba are unable to “*do the gods” of Yendi. Indeed, throughout southern Konkomba
territory, lineages have been forced to move away from their earth shrine, typicalily a tree,
sacred grove, pond or simply the earth itself in or around the location where the apical
ancestor of a major lineage established a settlement. Bimotiev Konkomba, have then.

been forced to employ surrogate shrines for the earth and other ritual foci within their
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villages. Land rites in Bimotiev villages take place in the family compound or on a patch
of cleared land. The Bimotiev now employ pots covered with calabashes that are brought
out to the yard or on to the land as replacements for the land shrine that can no longer be
served. A closed basket is then brought out with the sacrificial fow! and a pot of sorghum
pito beer or bitter spirits is placed next to the pots. A calabash of pito or spirits is poured
over the pots as attendants recite a blessing to the produce of the land after which the

white fowl is sacrificed over the pots

(Zimon 1992: 113). The use of
surrogate shrines or the easy
replacement of a red rooster for a white

one or a guinea fowl demonstrates the

flexibility and dynamic nature of many
of the earth shrine rituals of the Voltaic

peoples. Frequently an earth priest will

improvise a rite, and [ myself never saw

the same ritual performed the same way

Figure 4.0. Sacrifice of a red rooster in Bimo- o o
tiev country to honour a deceased relative. twice, indicative that the religious

complex of the Konkomba is very much a cosmology in the making.

Sacrifice — Serving the Shrine.

For the Konkomba, land is intimately connected with fertility, and the number of
pots used in a land rite is always greater than two. Two of the pots are always separated
and regarded as the shrine of the twin spirit; twins are seen as symbols of fertile land and

of a bountiful harvest to come throughout Gur territory.



88

Among the Bimotiev one often encounters square clay posts, approximately
twenty centimetres in width and half a meter high, in the central yard of a family com-
pound or placed in a bush. Upon these posts, calabashes filled with medicine, typically
the leaves of germinated seed yams, are placed. These shrines are granted therapeutic
and curative powers, they are protective shrines, intended to ensure the well being of vil-
lage members.

A stone placed among the boughs of a tree located on the right side of a family
compound is thought to symbolize the protective earth spirit of a homestead. A red
rooster is sacrificed to this shrine whenever the compound head requires the intervention
of a bush spirit whether it be for greater prosperity or increased yields from his yam
mounds (Zimon 1992: 118)

The Bimotiev do not however, use physical material shrines in association with
the veneration of the ancestors. The Bimotiev serve their ancestors by pouring the blood
of anywhere from two to six fowl or guinea fowl, and depending on the status of the indi-
vidual, goats, and also libations of beer on the right side of the door to their hut or simply
on the ground itself. The right side of the door. or the exit door symbolizes the interface
between the sacred and secular, between this world and the next.

North of Yendi. in the termitory inhabited by Komba Konkomba. one rarely en-
counters a clay pot, a calabash or other ritual paraphernalia in the service of a spirit of the
earth. Although the Komba have always paid tribute to the Na-Yini, they have never
been forcefully displaced from the land which they pioneered. and consequently still have
access to the majority of their earth shrines. Surveying a Komba compound in and

around Gambaga one is confronted with mounds of yams waiting to be transported to one
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of the numerous Konkomba yam co-operative markets in the country, shea nuts, and
other produce, but rarely does one encounter a focus of material culture that might be de-
scribed as a shrine.

For all Konkomba, the earth and that which it can produce dominates thetr exis-

KONKOMBA FAMILY COMPOUND
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Figure 4.1 Detail of a Konkomba compound. (Young married male with three infants and
one teenage son).

tence but nowhere is this more apparent than in Komba land. The Konkomba derive an
immense amount sheer pleasure from discussions of the impending harvest or from sim-
ply observing their seed yams germinate over the course of the winter. Many times [ was
told, “we Konkomba are farmers... we farm”, the implication being, [ believe, that they
don’t waste their time with much else.

The Konkomba terms for the two offices of authority within each village reflect
their passion for cultivation, “Elder for the land™ and the “Elder for the people™. The
semantic contrast of these two terms sums up the Konkomba attitude towards not only

chieftancy and authority but also the land itself. As discussed in earlier chapters there ex-
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ists no real politicel office in Konkombaland analogous to chief, as that office has been
elaborated among the Dagbani chiefdoms and the Akan. The Konkomba experience with
that institution was largely one of tribute and supplication to a Dagbon paramount,
whether it is the Na-Yiri, Ya-Naa or Bimbilla Naa. They perceived the Dagbani expres-
sion of this institution as an attempt to control the land upon which they made their living
and which they held sacred. Consequently, it would appear the Konkomba have resisted
the formation of offices which might duplicate what they believe is an illegitimate form
of ownership over the earth.

The elder for the earth or Utindaan is the oldest male member of the earth lineage
“chosen” by the spirit of the earth (Zimon 1992: 115). The Utindaan s primary task is to
maintain the health and prosperity of the community by soliciting the goodwill of the
earth and of the ancestors and is in charge of the rites performed during the planting sea-
son. The breaking of new land or the erection of a new compound requires his presence
and he receives part of the libations or sacrifices offered to receive the earth’s blessings.
The successful establishment of a new compound is a significant event in Konkomba
land. it is the unit of expansion and movement across the land. but it is to Konkomba a
powerful signal that the earth has permitted them to flourish. [ was not present to witness
the erection of a new compound, however, during my time in the village of Gbindere. just
south of Namong, [ watched as an additional round hut was added to the compound of a
younger village male from the earth lineage. After a large two-meter hole was created in
the wall of the compound. the entire area was swept clean of every last piece of cement
and muddy debris; the land was made clean, ready to receive a residence. A white cock

was then brought and was killed over the centre of the ground where the hut was to be.
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The Utindaan then walked away without so much as uttering a word and, upon his depar-
ture, adult males to be involved in the construction process poured bitters on the ground

and then proceeded to mould mud to form the walls of the hut. The entire ceremony was
a very quick and simple one, designed to ensure the permission of the earth and to get on

with the building project.

Ceremonies in the village of Namong

The village of Namong is found at the end of long, rock-strewn road southeast of’
Nakpanduri that falls into a small depression in the region. [t is inhabited by members of
the Binyambob clan and is composed of 23 homesteads or compounds divided between
two major lineages. Each compound is traditionally composed of round huts, covered
with thatched grass roofs or occasionally with sheets of corrugated zinc. However, in al-
most every village [ visited there existed at least one home that was butlt with square
brick houses laid out in the same fashion. These homes were invariably the residences of
richer members of the earth lineage who had left the village and found their fortunes in
the construction or vam export business in Accra. Each hut is connected to the other by a
rounded mud wall, one metre high that has been encased in cement. This forms an en-
closed structure in the shape of a large circle. Only one exit leads out of the compound
into the surrounding fields of yams, maize and sorghum. A network of winding pathways
that cuts through the agricultural plots connects each compound to the others. There are
no fences or other boundary markers to delimiting neighbouring fields and during the
course of a day one encounters every village member traversing the paths to help in each
other’s fields or to enjoy a bitter calabash of pito beer in a relative’s or neighbour’s com-

pound courtyard.
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[ was invited to attend the ancestor rites performed for a recently deceased elder
of the earth lineage of Namong. This individual, named Gbeaao was not the Urindaan of
the village, rather his younger brother. However, he had been a powerful individual
within the village and often, when the Utinduan was infirmed or unavailable, this man
would perform the ritual tasks of his elder brother. Before sacrifices were made to the
earth shrine of Namong, a baobab tree located near a small stream, lineage members fired
shotgun shells and bottle rocket fireworks into the ground.

We’re giving force to the ground, giving it juju from his side, and telling

people in the village that we’re giving juju to my uncle. /nterview with Mr.
GB/Namong, 10/6/1999)

Juju was a term used frequently by the Konkomba to describe any act directed at
venerating the earth or ancestors. Rituals that contained acts of sacrifice or aspects of the
supernatural were described as “doing my juju”.

After almost of an hour of explosions we returned to the family compound of
Naabu, the lineage of the deceased individual and began the process of sacrificing a
number of animals. A total of 3 hens, 2 guinea fowls, 2 roosters, | goat and | dog were
presented to the earth as a gift to the spirit of departed elder. For each animal it was en-
sured that some of the blood of the animal was collected and taken to the baobab tree (/ir-
tingbaan) later in the day. As the animals were killed the village Ghonduaan or regent,
brother to the deceased invoked the earth by repeating:

When we go and farm you grant us yams in abundance so we can dig

some more, grant us prosperity. Take this blood Naabu. (Vamong.
10/6/1999)

Later that week [ was fortunate enough to witness a small family offering in the
compound of one of the younger members of the Naabu lineage as he was beginning to

bring in his yam harvest. It was early June, the time when the first yam mounds are har-
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vested for produce and a time once again to give thanks. This individual owned one of
the smallest compounds in the village and did not have a very large yam plot, however,
he was extremely enthusiastic about his crop this year, as weather had been good and
prices for yams in Accra had risen sharply.

[ helped Bimensia, a man whose name translates to mean “make it nicely for me”.
bring in two wheelbarrows worth of yams into his family compound. He then took a
small guinea fowl from his storehouse out to his yam field and cut the animal’s throat.
While pouring the blood he mumbled something that [ was told by my translator to mean:

Today is yam day and it is good for me and not Na-Yir. ['ve a guinea
fowl for you for the spirit. Give me more yams. (Namong, [3/6/1999).

Later that evening, in the homestead of Bimensia, we enjoyed the guinea fowl
cooked in a spicy stew, heated up by an abundance of piri-piri peppers, served with jolof
nice and black beans and of course. boiled yams. The dish was washed down by a bottle
of lager, which had just been brought from Nakpanduri, where electricity and conse-
quently refrigeration are present. and so was chilled — a rare treat. This was a special
meal and the special occasion warranted chilled beer. An integral part of any yam cere-
mony, enjoying “fine” food as Bimensia phrased it, expresses happiness over the crops
and a hope for continued success in the fields. It was common practice in Konkombaland
to eat the animals sacrificed to the earth and to the ancestors. The Konkomba are at heart
a most pragmatic people, wasting little that their time in the fields has brought them. The
act of prestation to the spirits of the ancestors and of the earth, undoubtedly in the minds
of the Konkomba. extremely practical spirits, is that which matters, not the material ob-

jects themselves.
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Libation

[n addition to the sacrifice of fowls and other domesticates, libations of alcohol
are also crucial elements in Konkomba land rites. Tait notes that libations are only used
dunng religious ceremonies for the land during harvest, purifactory or expiratory events
and during divinatory rites, categories that he notes are not mutually exclusive (Tait
1961: 225). At all of the events described above, in addition to animal sacrifice, poured
libations of pito, gin, or bitters was performed by all males present. During a libation,
liquid is always poured directly onto ground and never onto concrete or walls. Tait de-
scribes a purifactory earth rite in which the Utinduaan or Otinduan as he transcribes the
office. serves or performs for a Bimotiev earth shrine through both the words of this indi-
vidual and the choral responses and libations of participants(Tait 1961: 229). Durning this
event, the Otindaan performed the libations and prayers on a patch of ground outside the
earth shnine or Vtengbe. which I believe was a proxy for an original earth shrine which
these Konkomba were no longer permitted to access. This assumption is borme out to
some degree by the Otinduan''s appeal to the Ntengbe that it bring back those who went
away to those who remain and that if the shrine could hear them from here that it bring
rain and food in plenty (Tait 1961: 229).

In addition to pleas to the NVtengbe made by the Utindaan that fields and the vil-
lage women be made more fertile, a common petition made by the village through the
earth priest is that the troops who defend the village be made more powerful so that they
may defend the village against marauders (Froelich 1963: 151). Defence of the village
and the fields, as with most things in the Konkomba universe. is intimately connected

with the cult of the earth.
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Tait suggests that libations mark a transition in ritual condition, that it is through
libation that a connection is made with the spiritual beings and principles of Konkomba
cosmology. Through libation, a path is forged to the essence of the Konkomba religious

system, an essence composed of “a Way, a Path and a Life. It lays down for Konkomba

E rI'h a pattern of conduct which.
> E AnCeSTOl'S if followed, offers rewards

and which is neglected,

brings punishment™ (Tait

1961: 231)
The Force of Religion
Llnecge for The EO rrh The social structure
Figure 4.2 Interaction diagram. Ancestors, embedded in of the Konkomba is thus

both the earth and the lineage.

clearly reflected in their religious and ritualistic existence in a classic Durheimian sense
(Durkheim 1995). The Utindaan is the head of the earth lineage within each village and
is the effective head of the biggest ritual unit within Konkomba society, the clan as it s
represented within the village. It is the elders for the land that preside over and permit all
land and earth rites within Konkombaland and within these rites is embodied the true au-
thority within Konkomba society. Through sacrificed offerings and libations the Kon-
komba establish and maintain contact with supernatural forces whose existence are be-
lieved necessary for the prosperity of quotidian life; the earth and ancestor rituals of the
Konkomba are demonstrative of a “‘collective effervescence”. a manifest representation
of what it means to be Konkomba.

The flavour of Konkomba political decisions in northern Ghana, decisions which
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cause inter-group relations to be aggressive or offensive in nature are better understood in
the context of the Konkomba relationship with the earth and are imbued with a force, as
Durkheim understood the concept, of religious origin. This relationship with the land has
developed out the typical Voltaic pattem of disjunctive migration, in which first comers
into new territory — pioneers pushed out onto the periphery of metropoles, established
and thereby legitimated their authority over subsequent migrants through the insistence
that the originators of a settlement alone are able to commune with the powers of the
earth, powers which hold in covenant the spirits of all resident ancestors. During the
process of lineage fission a diviner is consulted to determine the location of the land and
other shrine within the territory that the migrants propose to occupy. The discovery of
the new land shrine brings into existence a new ntual focus for worship of both the earth
and the ancestor. The apical ancestor of the earth lineage within the new village sets up a
dynasty of sorts, providing what Lancaster has termed the “spine” of a community. a sen-
tor group which holds sway over communal earth cults and ancestor cults (Lancaster
1987: 106). No Konkomba member of the earth lineage would ever consider associating
themselves with a chiefly let alone roval line, but most elders of the earth do consider
themselves senior in all things. Now although the earth may hold the spirits the “roots”
or anchors of communication between this world and the next. the ancestors and the liv-
ing is the lineage itself. the kin group. One can establish one’s roots and right to power
by becoming the “founder of a group yet to come™ (Kopytoff 1987: 22). The observation
that Africans take their ancestors with them when they migrate is well taken. [t creates a
society which is very easily relocated into frontier areas, local frontiers on which author-

ity is developed upon association with the land (Kopytoff 1987: 22).
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The essentially territorial nature of group identity in Konkombaland and through-
out the Northern Region becomes apparent when ane recognizes that when spiritual
force, brought forth from the earth, comes to the fore and is vested in the earth lineage, a
kin group, then identity, contained and defined by the controlling lineage becomes par-
tially synonymous with the earth. The earth lineage comes to represent the group against
outsiders and to preside over ritual acts and ultimately comes to define the identity of the
community. The earth lineage gains licence not just over the settlement founding Kin
group but also over the entire community and it is they who are able to create and shape
the image of the community (Horton 1971: 95). Throughout Konkombaland. as de-
scribed in earlier chapters, influential members of the earth lineage have been responsible
for shaping modern Konkomba ethnicity and mobilizing a new Konkomba identity. The
multidirectional relationship between the earth lineage and the religious practices out-
lined here has directed the forces of ethnogenesis that flow from within the boundaries of
the group to affect interethnic interactions in the region to be religious as well as soctal
and economic in nature.

[n summary. it appears that through the supremely important position that the
garth cult occupies in Konkomba society in an agricultural economy which is undoubt-
edly one of the most productive in the Voltaic region, a society is created whose central
thrust is geared towards the preservation and maintenance of a secure cultivable land
base. Konkomba ethnicity revolves around that which increases agranan yield and is of-
ten directed against that which might possibly inhibit said, the imposition of tribute.

Malinowski notes that there exists no other aspect of daily life which is as fully

and as naturally controlled by magic as tilling and working the sotl (Malinowski 1935). [
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am certainly not suggesting that every aspect of Konkomba cosmology focuses on in-
creasing the yield of one’s yam plot; however, for the Konkomba to do wrong by the land
would most certainly invite both mystical and matenial disaster. The Konkomba connec-
tion with the land is deeply apparent in their religious practices, a connection however,
which has been disrupted among Bimotiev Konkomba. In the majority of instances that [
witnessed in Komba land, every offering made to the ancestors or in any land rite the sac-
rifice or libation was made directly onto a patch of cleared earth or on the ground of the
compound. The Konkomba, like most other West African peoples are linked to the past
in a very real way through ancestor veneration, however, the vector of this veneration is
always the earth itself. Ancestors are always served through a sacrifice to the earth with
the “elder for the land™ present. The Utindaan of Gbindere village. one of the tew elders
that spoke fluent English told me the Konkomba are “of the land™.

Konkomba society is composed of a widely dispersed network of territorial and
kin-based relations, it is a society that does not maintain a traditional form of chieftancy
or political authority and is perhaps more readily apprehended as a group which is con-
trolled by an economically based corporate entity that legitimates its power through asso-
ciation and linkage with the land. They are a group in which there are glaring regional
differences in religious practices however, [ believe that they are also a people which
provides us with a glimpse into the innovative and myriad ways in which the African so-
cieties construct themselves in the post-colonial world with which they are confronted.
The following chapter will deal with the economic underpinnings of this construction, the

intricacies of Konkomba agriculture and production.
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CHAPTER 5: AGRICULTURE AND MARKETS

The argument presented revolves around my contention that those aspects of eve-
ryday life —political authority, religion, and family — which combine to constitute Kon-
komba ethnicity, are rooted in an attachment to the earth. For the Konkomba, leadership
and kinship flow from a village’s connection with its local earth shrine, which provides a
medium for communication with the ancestors. Relations with neighbouring chiefdoms
have become antagonistic as these powers attempt to interrupt the Konkomba connection
with the earth. As we have already seen, one side of this link with the land is embodied
in the praxis of Konkomba religious traditions. The other half of this connection is
played out in the daily interaction that the Konkomba have with the soil. As they work
the fields each moming, every Konkomba individual reinforces the basis of Konkomba
ritual and economic activity that in turn forges and shapes Konkomba identity.

Within the territory occupied by each Konkomba village there exist a number of
different types of farmland known by the crops and the type of agriculture worked on
them. A region between two compounds might seasonally be known as yam-land,
guinea-corn-land or sorghum-land. The Konkomba allow no land to go uncultivated and
village boundaries will extend as far as the closest field of the neighbouring viliage. Only
on the rocky outcroppings that extend into Komba territory from the Gambaga escarp-
ment can one see a break in the land that has been tilled by Konkomba hands.

The economic life of the Konkomba is determined by the cycles imposed upon
them by the radical changes that this area of West African guinea savannah goes through

during the course of a year. During the months of July, August and September the land
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of the Oti River is almost completely flooded. Throughout this season most roads are to-
tally washed away, necessitating travel by off-road vehicles or even smail canoes until
the water runs off into the Volta. Komba land, to the north of the Oti plain, is not flooded
as severely as southern Bimotiev territory, but it too receives a sizeable amount of pre-
cipitation during the monsoon time of year. These floods can be hazardous to the fields
of the Konkomba, most especially to the vast tracts of land devoted to yam cultivation, a
root crop that grows vegetatively.

Tait notes, as [ have reiterated here continually, that the land and the crops are the
primary interests of the Konkomba. Interestingly though, Tait also mentions that he did
not observe the Bimotiev Konkomba farming year round and that during a certain period
of the vear, many Konkomba would leave the village to hunt and fish or to work on the
farms of neighbouring peoples such as the Krachi (Tait 1961: 14). [ believe that these
secondary activities were int large part a response to inadequacies in the Konkomba diet
resulting from payment of agricultural tribute paid to the Dagomba and the need for sec-
ondary income from some source, as the Konkomba. at this point in time had no source
of monetary income. Tait himself notes that despite an apparent abundance of wild game
and fish in the northern territories of the Gold Coast, protein and other dietary deficien-
cies were frequently reported among the Konkomba. This kind of malnutrition might be
explainable among women during the pre-colonial period, as Konkomba females of this
era did not consume meat. ([ saw no evidence of this prohibition in action during my time
among the Konkomba). Tait though, notes that the worst examples of malnutrition he saw
were among men (Tait 1961: 14).

Tait writes that during the pre-colonial period cattle were kept in every compound
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and that al-
most every
household
owned at least
one or two
head (Tait
1961: 14). It
struck me as

unusual that

Figure 5.0. Guinea corn plot in the village of Gbindere. East Mamprusi Dist. | during my

time among the Konkomba [ encountered only two compounds that actually possessed
cattle and these were used primarily as draught animals. Most Konkomba use donkeys or
mules as their primary beasts of burden and now purchase cow-meat from the Bimobas.
The most important source of protein for the Konkomba are the innumerable fowl, guinea
fowl and ducks kept in every compound. These, along with the large number of goats
that are kept both for milk and meat, are the animals most commonly used in sacrifices at
the earth shrine and for the ancestors.

The Konkomba farm is the focus of interest for supplication and sacrifices made
to the ancestors and to the earth. Most prayers are appeals to the ancestors to provide
good rains for the field but not strong winds, which will tear down the crops and destroy
compounds.

Bring good rains to the fields but don’t let the floods destroy my vams, as

they can’t grow with too much water. [ pour water for my farm so that it

will thrive (Translated by interpreter. Sacrifice made in a vam
plot/Sangur, 5/9/99).
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Tait notes that despite being superb farmers the Konkomba know nothing of soil
quality or how to assess the variable fertility of one area of land over the other (Tait
1961: 15). Much of the soil in the Oti plain and in the area of the Gambaga escarpment is
lateritic and given to considerable heterogeneity with patches of sand, gravel and clay
scattered throughout. The Konkomba, he observes, “chose land for farms by the grasses
growing on it”, which appears to be “more than adequate™ (Tait 1961: 15). [ questioned a
fair number of Konkomba farmers as to how the Konkomba knew where to piant yams or
guinea comn, or if they could grow yams only in a special area. The responses [ received
may have been indicative of some form of spectal kind of tradition environmental know!-
edge or they may not, a topic which in the seemingly unpredictable but at times amaz-
ingly productive north would seem to be in need of further investigation. The majority
of farmers would simply state that they grew crops according to the demands of the mar-
ket. [fthe cost of guinea corn was higher, than they would plant more guinea com.
higher sorghum prices — more sorghum. There appeared to be no intricate system
dictating which part of a compound’s agricultural space was good for yams or good for
groundnuts. sorghum or other crops. Again [ was reminded of the Konkomba adage that
was repeated continuously during my time in this region that simply states “Konkomba
are farmers. We farm”.

The annual farm cycle in East Mamprusi District begins with the digging of the
first yam mounds in January. Konkomba still count time in the village not by vears but,
as Tait noted, by the number of yam mounds that a farmer has dug since he first estab-
lished his own compound (Tait 1961: {5). The January mounds yield their crop in June.

The second yam plots are usually planted in late May and by mid-May the first light rains
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come. This second batch of yams must be harvested before the heavy monsoon rains ar-
rive. Until the late 1970s it appears that the Konkomba would aiways plant dry rice and
sorghum between the yam mounds in case the yams crop failed. This is no longer prac-
ticed, as, [ was toid, the Konkomba now plant so many yams that they always have
enough to take to market and feed ourselves even if some plots are washed out. The sec-
ond yam crop is brought 1n during September and October and is referred to as the late
yam harvest. This was the harvest that was, during the infancy of the Konkomba expan-
sion into Ghana's national markets, transported to the small Konkomba communities out-
side Accra and Kumast.

The Konkomba during Tait and Froelich’s time did practice a greater degree of
crop rotation than is currently implemented in Konkombaland. Fields were apparently
rotated every 3 or 4 years and allowed to lie fallow for approximately 4 to 5 vears
(Froelich 1963: 126). [ was unable to find evidence of any field which was currently in a
fallow state, indeed, it seemed that every available piece of land was in use for some ag-
ricultural purpose.

Gender specific division of labour is practiced in the Konkomba fields. Men as-
sume the tasks of clearing the land prior to the planting season, of preparing the yam
mounds and of planting the yams and corn (Froelich 1963: 127). Women and younger
children are assigned the task of weeding throughout the growing season and of sowing
millet, sorghum and groundnuts (Froelich 1963: 127). [ witnessed in Kombaland that the
production and maintenance of the yam fields is wholly a male chore. [ was informed that
the cultivation and harvesting of yams is altogether too arduous a task for women, espe-

cially when the rains come. [t would seem however, with the importance of yams in the
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Konkomba economy that they would enlist all available labour in the maintenance of the
yam plots.

Yams are one of the most important staple food crops produced in Ghana. They
are especially suited to the climatic and soil conditions found in the Guinea savannah.
Yams are consumed in a number of forms in Ghana. In the north it often boiled or fried
and served with guinea fowl or goat meat. In Akan country and in the south, it is tumed
into yam fufu after being boiled and beaten in a large wooden pestie until it coagulates.

The yams commonly grown in Ghana are of four kinds: red yams. or the familiar
sweet potato, Guinea yams, white yams and water vams. Yams grow vegetatively from
an original seed vam that is planted in a mound which protrudes from the earth. After the
seed yam germinates, the vines that emerge from the soil are trailed along a small stick
inserted into the ground or wrapped around trees growing in situ. As the vams grow, par-
ticular attention is paid to weeding and to ensuring that the yam vines are always properly
staked and do not lie on the ground. As far I could observe, and from what [ was told in
East Mamprusi. the Konkomba rarely use pesticides or herbicides on their yam crops de-
spite the presence of the yam beetle (Heteroligus meles) in much of northern Ghana
(Wills 1962: 378). Young children are often assigned the task of removing beetles from
yam vines by hand and can often be seen kneeling between the mounds collecting the
beetles and depositing them in a can filled with kerosene.

[ was informed by men in the Konkomba yam market in Accra that the average
vam yield in Konkombaland has been increasing steadily for the past ten years. [ was
told in the yam market that the average yield of most Konkomba villages was approxi-

mately 25 tonnes per hectare. Average yields for yams in Northem Ashanti Region in the
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early 1960s were around 12-14 tonnes per hectare (Wills 1962: 378). Members of the
Konkomba yam cooperative in Hejura, near Kumasi, informed me that many Asante
farmers buy Konkomba yams to supplement the yields of their own fields. Villagers in
Kokofu, a small Asante village outside of Kumasi also informed me that they bought
yams in Hejura from the Konkomba. “The Konkomba are very good farmers” [ was told
by one woman in Kokofu after [ informed her of what [ was doing in Ghana. This state-
ment is indicative of a general impression that [ believe many Ashanti and southemners
have of the Konkomba. a belief that they work on the {and and do little else. “Oh, people
in the north buy plenty of their food from the Konkomba™ [ was informed by one man in
the Kumasi central market, “because all they do is farm™. Froelich reports an average of
around 4000 to 5000 yam mounds per hectare in the 1950s (Froelich 1963: 127). [esti-
mate that Froelich’s reported average still holds true for Konkombaland. however, [ be-
lieve that a far greater amount of land is now devoted solely to yam cultivation

Those yams not consumed in the Konkomba household are sold in afore men-
tioned cooperative yam markets in Accra and outside of Kumasi or in the local markets.
These markets operate on a six-day market cycle that is found throughout the Northemn
Region. On each day of the six-day week there is a market somewhere within the region.
Tait writes that in Saboba district the days of the week are named after the market that
takes place on that day. This also occurs in East Mamprusi District. The cycle in East
Mamprusi of markets is:
Nansuan Market
Nabule Market
Yunyoo Market (Mamprusi / Konkomba Village. Market Controlled by the
Konkomba. Village headed by Mamprusi Yunyvoo Naa)

Gbindere Market
Jimbale Market

W to ~

o
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6. Namong market

The Namong market, although located in an influential Komba viliage has begun
to lose its importance in the region due to the large amount of produce transported to Ac-
cra and the nse in importance of the market in Yunyoo, where, [ was informed, even the
courtiers from the Na-Yin's palace in Nalerigu often buy produce.

Konkomba markets are not simply economic ventures but are important social
events. As much as people visit the market to buy and trade goods they also visit to meet
friends from nearby villages. to drink pito beer and generally enjoy the company of fel-
low Konkomba. Markets are typically held on a cleared patch of land next to the road
which runs through the village and in addition to the agricultural produce scld by Kon-
komba farmers to visiting Tchakosi and Bimobas villagers who also set up butcher stails
for the Konkomba to purchase meat products. Other merchants inciude clothiers, foam
mattress salesmen and general venders of household sundries. Tait notes there are few
trade specialists in Konkomba. During his time with the Konkomba. Tait discovered
only one weaver, who has leamnt her craft from the Dagomba and only one blacksmith.

It was in small markets such as the ones in Nabule and Yunyoo that the Kon-
komba first started to trade their surplus agricuitural produce for craft goods and eventu-
ally for monetary recompense. This pattern of trading was, [ believe, the beginning of the
Konkomba move to break free of the economic stranglehold placed upon their productiv-
ity by the tribute exacted which culminated in the transpott of Konkomba agricultural
produce to the regional capitals. During the 1950s, the markets along the border regions
and on major trade routes such as Saboba and Yunyoo began to attract traders from out-

side the region, usually Yoruba and Hausa traders (Tait 1961: 26).
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Figure 5.1. Red yams and guinea yams (foreground) piled in the Konkomba yam market in
Accra during mid-Julv.

Tait recounts the development of the market in Saboba. In 1950, the Yendi mar-
ket would attract one, maybe two, trucks of Yoruba traders headquartered in Yendi. By
1952, this had increased to almost twenty lorries filled with traders to purchase Kon-
komba produce. By 1953, Saboba had jumped from being a small Konkomba market to
the second largest in Eastern Dagomba District. In the late 1950s, Yoruba traders had, as
yet, not settled in Saboba, however, by the mid 1960s Saboba was occupied by almost 35
Yoruba traders (Tait 1961: 26). Through the 1950s, Saboba began to attract a permanent
population of Mossi weavers and butchers from Ghana’s Upper East Region. Tait reports

that there was little or no tension between the Konkomba and the Yoruba visitors but that
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there was maintained a fierce rivalry between the Konkomba and the Mossi (Tait 1961:
26). The Konkomba would accuse the Mossi of charging exorbitant prices for their
weaved goods and the Konkomba would in return require a market fee higher than that
required from the Yoruba. The Mossi, were seen as allies of the Dagomba, allies of those
that drove the Konkomba from Yendi 400 years earlier (Tait 1961: 27). The Dagomba
themselves have never settled anywhere Saboba.

In Saboba market, as it still is in most Konkomba markets, the goods sold by the
Konkomba were solely the produce of local farms. Tait reports that during his time in the
early days of Saboba’s growth prices charged by Konkomba for their grain rose every
season as a result of shortages created by two years of drought. However, with the re-
sumption of regular rainfall in 1953 vam prices did not fall. The Konkomba. Tait notes.
continued to charge high prices for thetr produce as they began to discover that the
Yoruba and Hausa were able to mark up the crops that they purchased in Saboba by al-
most fifty percent in Yendi and Tamale (Tait 1961: 27).

[t appears that a similar growth took place in the Komba market at Yunyoo.
However, in Yunyoo. Mamprusi elders in the village would often purchase Konkomba
produce and sell it to traders from Gambaga and Nalerigu. Apparently, the Mamprusi of
Yunyoo had assured Konkomba farmers that they were getting a fair price in the form of
manufactured goods for their produce. Apparently when news of the growth of the mar-
ket in Saboba spread to Komba country the Konkomba began to demand significantly
higher prices in the form of cash from the Mamprusi. The Mamprusi in Yunyoo objected
to this, however, with their reliance on the Konkomba not only for trade goods but also

for food, the Mamprusi were forced to acquiesce to Konkomba demands.
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Tait notes that initially the Konkomba hoarded the cash that they earned from
their growing markets. He states that this is an ancient custom among the Konkomba.
Not a year passes, he writes, that “some pot of long buried cowries” is found buried in the
garden plot of a family compound (Tait 1961: 29). The Konkomba still hoard much of
their income, and have a reputation in the Northern Region for living an extremely frugal
and spartan existence.

The growth of Konkomba markets recorded by Tait urged him to question what
the Konkomba's economic and agricultural future would be. He believed that the Kon-
komba would begin to increase the amount of land devoted to cash crops and increase the
amount of yams that were transported to the south. He also predicted that the Konkomba
who had moved into Nanumba territory and would to expand cultivation along the banks
of the Oti River, closer to Bimbilla and Salaga. (Tait 1961: 31). Tait’s prediction has
been borne out by recent history.

Throughout the 1960s. the Konkomba did indeed establish themselves as the pri-
mary cultivators of yams in the southern Nanumba territory. The Nanumba, it seems,
were unaware of the extent of Konkomba migration into this region and when the first
census was taken of the Bimbilla region, as reported in Chapter 2, it was discovered that
there were more Bimotiev Konkomba settlements in Nanun than there were Nanumba
villages.

Tait’s prediction that the increased shipments of yams sent to the markets of the
south would have important consequences for the nature of Konkomba society could not
have been more prophetic. The rise of the Konkomba yam markets in the south, already

discussed in Chapter 2, was crucial in bringing into the fore those aspects of Konkomba
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identity which had been somewhat suppressed by the Dagbani domination, but which had
driven the Konkomba to resist the imposition of territorial leadership from Nalerigu,
Yendi and Bimbilla.

After the first shipments of yams started to be trucked to Accra and Kumasi, the
Konkomba began, as discussed earlier in Chapter 2, to establish cooperative markets in
these large urban centres to sell produce from all over Konkombaland. The Konkomba
yam market in Accra is approximately 300 hundred square meters in area is located near
the area of the capital known as Old Town. During the course of a day in late June, when
the first yams are harvested, one can witness a large truck laden with yams pulling into
the market almost every fifteen minutes to discharge tonnes of red and guinea yams. The
majority of the trucks, which transport the yams from the north, are owned by the Kon-
komba that have settled in Accra.

The market is filled with négeciants that setl vams from all over Konkombaland.
Denizens of Accra, Yoruba. Hausa and Ibo merchants visit the market from Nigeria and
even produce wholesalers from Europe and North America can be seen striking deals
with Konkomba vam brokers for overseas shipments. The market is extremely successful
and the pride of every Konkomba farmer in the north. The Accra négociant and the illit-
erate northern farmer alike would often say to me “we feed Ghana”. An exaggeration
perhaps, but the impressive amount of produce which is moved through this market on a
daily basis during the harvest period is remarkable indeed. During one day in early July,
[ witnessed 35 five-tonne trucks pull into the market and discharge their load. This how-
ever, did not result in an overwhelming surplus in the market, as it would seem that sales

during the day almost equailed the amount of produce brought into the market.
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The yam market in Accra, in many, ways represents all of the factors that have
merged to comprise Konkomba ethnicity and self-identity. Through the income that the
market the generates the Konkomba have become a powerful economic force in Ghana’s
agricultural economy and are no longer kept in near destitution by the tribute imposed
upon them in the past by their neighbours. The Dagomba, Mamprusi and Nanumba now
regularly rely upon the Konkomba to supplement the produce of their fields, however, the
Konkomba now exact a hefty price for the goods they sell to their one time overlords. A
group of Mamprusi farmers in Wale Wale told me as [ waited for a bus back to Tamale
one afternoon in mid-July, that at during this particular time of year. the Konkomba be-
come “very prideful”.

They charge too much for their yams all year, but during July and when

then late yams come in, the Konkomba get so much money. They [the

Konkomba] become very greedy but they don’t spend their money on our

cloth. They only store all their money away. We've always been friends

to the Konkomba, and now we can’t sell our yams because everyone in the

south thinks that Konkomba yams are best. (Interview with Mamprusi
farmers going to Tamale/ Wale Wale. 19/7/99).

The Konkomba have not. as of yet, succumbed to the tendency for territonally
dispersed groups that have achieved a new degree of power and influence to consolidate
and concentrate authority within a hierarchical system. Whether this will happen in the
future, remains to be seen, however, even in the market itself the traditional form of au-
thority found in most Konkomba villages is replicated. The market has an earth shrine, a
small and somewhat defoliated Baobab tree, located in the residential area of the market.
The Accra market has an earth elder or Utindaan, who oversees all offerings made to this
shrine. He also provides approval to a new trader or broker of they wish to set up a new
stall in the market. The market Utindaan is the ultimate authority within the market in all

matters concerning layout of the market, residential issues, and trader disputes.



The market chairman or Onekpel! fixes prices in the market and costs paid by
farmers for yam transportation. The chairman, assisted by the cooperative board, which
is composed of influential and wealthy négociants, sets a standard price for each type of
yam according to the supply and demand for particular varieties. The market Onekpel
also oversees relations with the numerous Dagomba women who work in the market as
porters for the Konkomba, acting essentially as a liaison between the Konkomba and the
Dagomba who are in the employ of market négociants. The position of liaison in the
market however, is much changed from the role occupied by the Onekpels co-opted by
the Dagbani in times past.

The most obvious manifestation of the factors that [ believe contribute to contem-
porary Konkomba ethnicity is the abundance of the yield of the earth within the market.
As [ have stressed throughout the present work, the Konkomba invest almost all of their
time into maximizing the effort they put into the land and nowhere is this more apparent
than in the Konkomba yam market. [ only truly appreciated the amount of time and land
that must be devoted to agriculture, when one moming in the yam market, [ observed a
staggering amount of vams, of every variety found in the Veltaic region. piled in mounds
often four metres high. I was astounded by the amount of produce and asked why there
was such an abundance of yams on that particular day. [ was told that this was the tradi-
tional day for the Accra yam market. Although this market operates on every day of the
week except Sunday, the market still maintained one day out of every six that was its tra-
ditional day for selling yams to other Konkomba who lived in Accra. The maintenance
of the customary market cycle in Accra is, [ believe, indicative of the reinvigoration that

traditional Konkomba economic and ritual patterns have received brought about by the
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Konkomba's newfound autonomy.

The Konkomba have expressed their ethnicity through their opposition to the con-
trol of the Dagbani, but it s also rooted in their economic, ritual and political connection
with the land.

The Accra market embodies the Konkomba’s struggle to rid themselves of the
control of foreign chiefdoms, but it has also brought into the fore the importance that the
Konkomba place on maintaining their linkage with the earth and on the devotion that the

Konkomba have for cultivation.
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CHAPTER 6: BECOMING KONKOMBA

[ have attempted to enumerate the intemnal and external factors that, I argue, come
together to constitute Konkomba identity. [ believe that the Konkomba articulate their
solidarity, a new found solidarity at that, through a shared devotion to the earth and resis-
tance to those forces that might intervene or interfere with that connection to the land.
Prior to the success achieved by Konkomba farmers in selling their produce in larger re-
gional and urban markets, it appears that the Konkomba did not possess any notion of
solidarity that transcended regional boundaries. Konkomba villages would of course
come together to fight off the incursion of a Dagomba or Mamprusi raiding party, as was
discussed in Chapter 2. but these collaborations were temporary and confined to a local
area. With the increased wealth accrued by urban Konkomba and the removal of the
yoke of Dagbani tribute, Konkomba from throughout the Northern Region began to come
together in joint opposition to the Dagomba. The expression of political and ntual au-
thority through the cult of the earth and the pre-eminence of cultivation in Konkomba so-
ciety, both of which [ believe are crucial to understanding ethnicity, took on increased sa-
lience as these two forces helped to bring about the Konkomba economic ascension. [t
was the individual Utindaans within northern villages who first began. after witnessing
the increased prices that the Dagbani paramounts and the Yoruba traders were getting for
Konkomba produce in large northern markets, to facilitate the transportation of yams to
Tamale later to Accra. The earth elders, described by the Konkomba as the ultimate au-
thority within their villages, embodied the Konkomba connection with the land. and

through the actions of these individuals, and later the younger urban Konkomba, the
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Konkomba were able to achieve a new degree of autonomy.

Chapter 4 explored the religious and ritual foundations of the Konkomba attach-
ment to the earth and how this connection is mediated through the ritual activities of the
earth lineage within each village. We saw that the entire Konkomba worldview revolves
around the embodiment of the spirits of the ancestors within the shrine of the earth.
Through the cult of the earth, lineages (descendants of ancestors) become “fixed™ to par-
ticular places on the earth. The earth shrine is a pivotal component of every Konkomba
settlement, and which, for the Konkomba, possesses an objective existence beyond that
of the village. The Konkomba must *find’ the shrine on any piece of land they propose to
inhabit and will look back to a shrine which is now found on land that they have been
forced from.

The last chapter explored the practical side of the link to the earth that defines
Konkomba identity. Chapter 5 addressed the ways in which the ecology of Konkom-
baland and the necessities of the market economy, which the Konkomba are now fully in-
tegrated into, has impacted Konkomba production.

The factors which have forged modern Konkomba ethnicity are more than an ag-
gregation of the processes of boundary maintenance that take place between ethnic
groupings. To be sure, much of the recent history of the Konkomba people is defined by
a marked social opposition to their Dagbani neighbours, but in order to apprehend ethnic-
ity within social grouping one must, [ believe, pay some attention to the processes operat-
ing within the ethnic boundary. Among the Konkomba, [ believe that the ritual and po-
litical association of authority with the earth and the ancestors and the primacy of cultiva-

tion are primary among these internal factors.
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With an understanding then that ethnogenesis is more than just a process of
boundary maintenance, one can, I believe, safely proceed to analysis of that very topic.
The projection and manipulation of a particular ethnic identity or group of perceptions in
order to preserve the values or further the goals of particular group form the basis of
processes of transaction of ethnicity. Among the Konkomba, there appears to be a con-
certed effort on the part of the elite within KOY A and the elders of Konkomba society to
reinforce in the consciousness of the region and indeed in all of Ghana that the Kon-
komba are a people whose first passion is farming the earth and reaping the profits that
this endeavour brings. They have also however, maintained the image that if a group in-
terferes with this enterprise then they will have visited upon them terrible violence. The
Konkomba are considered by a large number of urban Ghanaians to be thugs, or violent
marauders, folk devils of the north, who have finally rebeiled. in an extremely bloody
manner, against centuries of subjugation. They are portrayed in the national press as ex-
tremely aggressive a people who are little more than gangsters who have. in the words of
one Ghanaian citizen, “lost the sympathy of all peace loving people” {Fnimpong 1994:
591).

This perception of the Konkomba as unsophisticated. uneducated thugs is one
which is projected time and again in the Ghanaian media. The most recent example of
this depiction occurred during the recent conflict in 1994 in which over 2000 individuals
were killed and many more were left displaced from their homes.

[n late 1993 reports began to emerge from Yendi that the Konkomba living in the

Dagomba traditional area were uneasy and seemed to be preparing for action of some
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kind. In retrospect, many northerners situated in the Northern Region capital of Tamale
told me that they knew a clash between the Konkomba on the one hand and the Da-
gomba, Nanumba and Gonja on the other was inevitable and wish they had evacuated the
region sooner as a considerable amount of property damage occurred in Tamale during
the period of the “war™.

The tensions in 1994 had emerged from petitions made by the Konkomba youth
association of Saboba and by the market chief or chairman of Saboba himself for the
chief’s position to be elevated to one of paramount status. This petition was largely 1g-
nored by the Dagomba and dismissed by the Northermn Regional Minister as just another
incident in the long history of ethnic and chieftancy conflicts in this region.

After almost two decades of economic independence from the Dagbani para-
mounts many Bimotiev Konkomba in southern Dagomba country were still not permitted
to own land. The Dagomba asserted that the right to farm on land claimed by the Da-
gomba could only be granted if the Konkomba in the region bought the land from the Ya-
Na. However, the right to actually own property, a right that the Bimotiev Konkomba in
this region had never desired or deemed necessary to farm the land. could only be real-
ised through the appointment of 2 Konkomba paramount chief in the national house of
chiefs. Until such an event took place. the Konkomba would have to resume payment of
the tribute they had long since abandoned. This began a movement to enstool the first
Konkomba paramount chief, an act which would seem to be almost anathema to the very
heart of Konkomba ethnicity. A petition was made to Kumasi and the national house of
chiefs to grant paramount status to the Konkomba chief from Saboba. Many Nanumba

and Dagomba decried this petition on the part of the Konkomba as a “*back-door™ ma-
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noeuvre towards ownership by outsiders who had migrated into the region and possessed
no rights to speak of whatsoever. Now, the Konkomba would no more seem to be recent
migrants any more than the Mamprusi or Ashanti, however, this [abel stuck, and many
people throughout Ghana, unaware of the complexities of northern history began to think
of the Konkomba as power-hungry invaders.

When the request for paramount status was denied, tensions began to rise. This
snub exacerbated an aiready tense situation and set the stage for the conflict to follow.
When fighting eventually did break out, over the killing of a Nanumba farmer. the gov-
emment was inadequately prepared for what was to follow.

Following the beginning of hostilities the Ghanaian dailies were frequently nfe
with descriptions of Konkomba assaults upon the Nanumba:

» February 3. 1994. It is reported that “thousands have been made homeless as the
Konkomba extend their assault on the Nanumbas across thirty viilages between
Bimbila and Yendi” (Yeboah-Afan 1994b: 313).

» February 6. 1994. In the Togolese town of Mango it is reported that a truck car-

rying the bodies of 53 Dagomba women and children entered the town in the

early hours of Sunday moming. The driver reports that the truck was stopped
by Konkomba warriors who executed the entire truck-full of refugees. (Tettey

1994: 3).

March [4, [994. It is reported that a grenade is exploded in Konkomba market.

‘)

a yam market in the capital Accra. The police netted twenty-three shotguns, 73
boxes of ammunition and 18 ammunition belts. Thirty different suspects were
subsequently rounded up, all of whom were Konkomba.” (Yeboah-Afan 1994a:
310)

The Konkomba were condemned nationally during this incident, whereas during

their war with the Nanumba in 1981, they had received some support from southerners.
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This time, the Dagomba and Nanumba had done a thorough job in categorizing the Kon-
komba as the transgressors. One Nanumba woman in Tamale remarked during my time
in that most frenetic of northern capitals:

The Konkomba don’t appreciate what we’ve got in Ghana because they’re
not from here. We like to keep the peace in Ghana. You've seen it;
Ghanaians are friendly and have the most peaceful country in Aftrica.
Konkomba just start trouble! (Interview with MA/Tamale, 9/8/99).

[ found this attitude to be prevalent throughout the country even five years after
the 1994 conflict. There appears to be the perception that the Konkomba hoard the cash
that they make on their now very extensive agricultural operations without investing any-
thing in the economy of the region.

» April 4, 1994, West Africa Magazine: “The Northern chief is the poorest in the
ranks of Ghanaian chiefs” and ™It is 2 well know fact that most settler Kon-
komba farmers have assets that dwarf the assets of the local chief on whose land
they acquired their fortunes. The question then is who is exploiting whom?”
(Frimpong 1994: 591).

June 6, 1999. Ghanaian Times: The Dagbon Youth Association (DAY A) said

‘l

here at the weekend that Dagombas were peace-loving people committed to
peace among all ethnic groups living in the Northem Region. That notwith-
standing, it observed that “not even the most innocuous angel can live in peace

if his neighbours do not want him to” (Oset Agyeman 1999: 3).

In a publication which is sold in Ghana's national museum in Accra. in the arts
centre in Kumasi and in Accra and in school bookshops throughout the country, one Da-
gomba author proceeds to outline what he terms “The Hidden History of the Konkomba
Wars in Northern Ghana” (Martinson 1995). This book, sub-titled and known by many
throughout Northem Ghana as “The Red Book™ attempts to dissect what the author call

the ‘Konkomba Logia’ or the ‘Pathology’ of pan-Konkomba nationalism by through an



Figure 6.0 Dagomba porters in1 the
Accra Konkomba yam market
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exploration of the inherent *fallacy and weak-
ness” of the work of David Tait (Martinson
1995: 120). Martinson posits that it is
“intellectually pathetic™ and “historically
myopic” for Ghanaians to assume that the Kon-
komba are still fighting the Dagomba because of
the “mythical’” assumption that the Dagomba
exterminated the ancestors of the Konkomba in
Yendi. Martinson then proceeds to employ
tngonometry and the Pythagorean theorem to
demonstrate the falsity of the Konkomba claim
to ritual authority over some of the land of

Dagbon. The Konkomba are not. according to

Martinson. “appreciative” of Dagomba hospitality (Martinson 1995: 121). [ purchased a

copy of this book in Accra before [ began my journey into Ghana’s north. Upon my arri-

val in Tamale, [ showed it to a number of Dagomba and Gonja youths. A good 25 out of

the 30 or so males that [ spoke to above the age of 17 were familiar with the book. in-

forming me that they used it in some of their civics classes. One boy said:

[t is a useful book because it is good that we know about our Konkomba
brothers. If we learn about them then maybe next time they will listen to
us and there won't be any problems. Our form master {teacher] told us
that we must understand why wars take place. (Interview with teen/

Tamale, 12/6/99)

[n response to questions about the perception that many Ghanaians have of the

Konkomba as troublemakers, most Konkomba replied that they were aware what people
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in Ghana thought about them but did not care because they were now free to pursue their
own destiny, they possessed that which they felt every other group in the Northern Re-
gion possessed, some degree of self determination.

Maybe now people will give us some more respect. We work harder than

any other tribe in the north. We feed Ghana! And still they call us trouble.
Things are changing now. The market [Yam market in Accra] is making
plenty. And the Konkomba are now powerful people. (/nterview with
BB/Bimbilla, 24/8/99)

Many Konkomba that [ spoke to at the Korkomba yam markets in Accra and He-
jura, outside Kumasi, were intent that [ take pictures of the Dagomba women who were
carrying Konkomba yams to the cars of waiting buyers. The Konkomba at these markets
told me that the Dagomba and the Mamprusi wouldn't dare to try and enter the yam mar-
ket and compete with the Konkomba in Ghana. [ was told that ever since the Konkomba
stopped providing the Mamprusi and Dagomba with tribute. they had to start growing
their own yams. This was confirmed by a number of Mamprusi farmers that [ spoke to
who said that the Konkomba had been growing yams for far longer period of time than
they had. The Konkomba believe though. that the Dagomba are too frightened of Kon-
komba reprisals to try and compete in the yam market. “We keep them on their toes™ in-
dicated the earth Konkomba elder of the Accra yam market, where the lineage system of
the north is maintained. This comment was made without any elaboration and after ut-
tered was received with a mild chuckle from comrades. I'm not certain what the “chair-
man” as he is called was alluding to, but I do believe that there exists in the Northern Re-
gion a hovering threat of violence if any group were to interfere with the Konkomba
again. Many Dagomba and Nanumba vouth in the Northern region seem to be in a con-

stant state of readiness for battle with the Konkomba.

The creation of a strong intermeshing set of political connections between Kon-
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komba districts has permitted them to mobilize a notion of ‘Konkomba-ness’ if you will.
The Konkomba have been able to successfully control the image they project of them-
selves in an attempt to achieve political goals. It is true that most Konkomba farmers do
possess considerably more wealth than their Nanumba or Dagomba neighbours. They
have carved out a powerful position in Northern society and it is this, which [ believe, is
in large part responsible for the Konkomba’s eagerness to wage war; the Konkomba are
not prepared to go back to a state in which they are subservient to the Dagbani and even

more unwilling to give up what the have achieved in the economic realm.

As it stands currently, there is peace in the north. But neither the Konkomba nor
the Dagbani groups have given much ground. The movement to appoint a paramount
chief for the Konkomba has regained momentum in Konkombaland, pushed forward
largely by members of KOYA in Accra and in Tamale. The current push is for two pa-
ramounts to be named, one for the Komba and one for the Bimotiev. A number of objec-
tions have been raised to this proposal however. The Komba desire their paramount to be
granted authority over Kombaland with the village of Namong as the seat of power, as
this community as long been considered by the Komba to possess the primary earth
shrine of Kombaland. as Yendi was once for the Bimotiev. The Mamprusi however. ob-
ject, since the Komba have never had a real chief in Namong after the earth lineage
“stole™ the kopanjok, the regalia of the Mamprusi appointed chief. The Konkomba of
Namong do not have a history of chieftancy, claim the Mamprusi. and so should not be
granted a paramount. In Namong, after the Kopanjok was taken by the earth lineage to

end the reign of the Mamprusi-validated Onekpel, the earth lineage declared that Namong
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would no longer have an elder for the people. The junior clan lineage within the village
proceeded to enstool a new Onekpel without the consent of the Urindaan but with the au-
thority of the Mamprusi regional chief in Yunyoo. However. the Mamprusi now claim
that since the Onekpel that they approved over twenty years ago, was not approved by the
earth lineage. which the Konkomba claim is extremely important, then Namong is unde-
serving of being the seat of a paramount.

The Dagomba in eastern Dagbon object to the location of the Bimotiev paramount
in Sangur. They claim that Saboba is the town in which the Bimotiev should have their
paramount. However, the earth shrine of Saboba was moved to Sangur after the town be-
came a prosperous trading town and so the paramount must follow the shrine. These are
stall tactics on the part of the Dagbani paramounts and will likely be of no avail. as it
seems extremely likely now that the Komba paramount will be enstooled betore 2002.
They have however, served to further strain relations between the Konkomba and the
chiefdoms.

[ am sure that it has not escaped the reader’s attention that for the Konkomba to
possess a paramount chief would go against their long held resistance and disregard for
this institution. “A chief is nothing but a thief” is a comment [ would repeatedly hear
throughout Konkombaland. Members of KOYA in Accra claim that the Konkomba
paramount will be different, that he will be a voice for Konkomba farmers against the
“corruption and oppression” of the organized chiefdoms of the north. This ts. of course. a
familiar statement, uttered frequently by politicians and bureaucrats in every society.

Will the Konkomba paramount will indeed be different? The history of Konkomba lead-

ership has a tradition of maintaining a popular consensus but it has never operated at the
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level of a paramount chief. The mobilization of the Konkomba which resulted in the es-
tablishment of trading settlements in urban centres was accomplished largely through
mutual cooperation and the direction of a number of influential members of regional
earth lineages. Further, the history of most acephalous peoples that have ascended to the
power previously denied has been one of transformation into a society ruled by hierarchi-

cal chiefs and bureaucracy. Clearly this is a topic for further investigation.

The Konkomba are now actively engaged, [ believe, in a process of projecting an
ethnic identity that deters their neighbours from attempting to regain economic, political
or administrative control over Konkomba communities. This is an identity that is com-
posed of a desire to prevent any future incursions on Konkomba autonomy and to in-
crease the degree of economic clout that the Konkomba currently wield in Ghana's agni-
cultural sector.

Schildkrout suggests that ethnicity is a grouping of conscious and unconscious as-
sumptions about one’s identity, derived from membership within a particular group or
category. These beliefs in tum affect social behaviour within a number of social fields:
political, economic and religious (Schildkrout 1978: 10). This definition would seem to
fit the configuration of Konkomba ethnicity presented in this work, as it says nothing
about the direction and location of behaviour. Konkomba ethnicity is, as [ believe [ have
demonstrated, a combination of interactive processes within and across the ethnic bound-
ary and is also the product of internal factors whose importance and salience have been
altered through inter-ethnic contact. Konkomba ethnicity is expressed through the em-

beddedness of all Konkomba social institutions in the lineage of the earth and the special
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connection that this descent group has with both the ancestors and the spirits of the land.
Konkomba ethnicity is the product of centuries of interaction with groups which possess
marked differences in political organisation. Konkomba ethnicity is expressed through
solidarity brought about by success in the economic sphere. And the Konkomba, [ be-
lieve, use the projection of a negotiated a ethnic identity to ensure the maintenance of
their autonomy and to create ethnicity

When the Konkomba make comments such as “We feed Ghana” or “all Kon-
komba; Komba, Bimotiev and Basari, who also sell their yams in the Accra market are
brothers”, statements [ often heard in Konkombaland, [ believe that they are expressing a
new sense of what it means to be Konkomba. These statements both reveal the extent to
which Konkomba solidarity is now expressed through a capacity to now cultivate the
land solely for the purpose of their own people and the potential to come together in a
way which spans all of Konkomba territory against a common foe and not solely in terms
of opposition to regional paramounts. Konkomba ethnicity is borne of this solidarity, a
solidarity that is largely a product of the Konkomba’s new economic position and sense
of achievement in finally ridding themselves of foreign interference and control.

What then. is it, to be Konkomba? The Konkomba are a people who, [ believe. do
possess a deep and profound attachment to the earth and the life that flows from it. [
couch this statement not in a spiritual or new age idiom reminiscent of a significant
amount of recent post-modem meandering. The connection that the Konkomba have
with the land is grounded in their exiremely practical nature. For the Konkomba there is
nothing of more importance than farming the land. This has always been the case. to

some extent. Now, however, the Konkomba are able to pursue their primary economic
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activity without the fetters of foreign tribute and taxation and this has changed the es-
sence of Konkomba ethnicity dramatically.

Returning to Barth, we see that he and his fellow contributors in Ethnic Groups
and Bounduaries touched on the point made here, a point made repeatedly in the history of
the social sciences, by Marx, by Weber, that the way in which a social group eams a liv-
ing, the economic underpinnings of society, g0 a long way to shaping the way in which a
society expresses itself. The economic and political self-sufficiency that the Konkomba
now enjoy has allowed this most proud and industrious people to define themselves as a
powerful and influential group who maintain their tie with the earth. a tie which. as [ have
stressed throughout the present work underlies and forms the foundation for Konkomba
society, but which now has been brought into the fore. The Konkomba are now able to
demand of their neighbours a degree of respect for their agricultural activities that they
have perhaps not received in the past.

The Konkomba have been forced to assert themselves. sometimes through violent
means and other times through legitimate economic channels in the ethnic milieu of
northern Ghana in order to maintain control over the produce of their land. of their la-
bour. Forced, because to remain silent, to not act, would have meant that the foreign in-
cursion into the Konkomba essence, their means of production and survival, would have
affected more than simply than the loss of yams or guinea corn. This incursion disrupted
and denatured the Konkomba form of traditional authority. A pattern of leadership which.
through their ritual and religious complex, expressed both the Konkomba bond with the
earth and their solidarity as a people.

Konkomba ethnicity is forged out of this connection that Konkomba society has
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with the land but also out of the inter-ethnic processes that have affected or have sought
to affect this connection. These processes of interaction have taken the form of a centu-
ries old antagonism between an acephalous people and a chiefdom and through the nego-
tiation and manipulation of certain aspects of Konkomba ethnicity which keeps, now that
the Konkomba have gained some level of independence, the chiefdoms of the north at

bay.



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Amponsah, K.
1981a Konkomba / Nanumba Conflict. Daily Graphic, April 20. Accra.

1981b  Konkomba Thugs. Daily Graphic, April 28. Accra.

1981c  Loloto Disruption. Daily Graphic, June 16. Accra.

Barker, T. R.
1991  Small Bands of Strangers: The Contraposed "Lineage” Reconsidered. An-
thropos (86) :1-18.

Barth, Fredrik
1969  Introduction. /n Ethnic Groups and Boundaries. Fredrik Barth. ed. Oslo:
Universitetsforlaget.

1984  Problems in conceptualizing cultural pluralism. /n The Prospects for Plural
Societies. David Maybury-Lewis, ed. Washinton, DC: Proceedings of the Ameri-
can Ethnological Societies.

Baxter, P. T. W., Hultin. Jan. and Triulzi, Alessandro.
1996  Being and Becoming Oromo: Historical and Anthropological Inquiries.
Lawrenceville, NJ: Red Sez Press.

Bohannan, Laura.
1958  Political Aspects of Tiv Social Organization. /n Tribes Without Rulers:
Studies in African Segmentary Systems. John Middleton and David Tait. eds.
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd.

Bohannan, Paul.
1954  Migration and Expansion of the Tiv. Africa xxiv: 2-16.



Busia, K. A.
1951  The Position of the Chief in the Modern Political System of Ashanti. Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press.

Cardinall, A. W.
1918 Some random notes on the customs of the Konkomba. Journal of the African
Society 18(1): 45-62.

Cohen, R
1978  Ethnicity. Annual Review of Anthropology(7):379-403.

de la Gorgendiére, Louise
1996  Ethnicity: a conundrum. /n Ethnicity in Africa: Roots, Meanings and {mpli-
cations. Louise de la Gorgendiére, Kenneth King, and Sarah Vaughn. eds. Pp. 1-
17. Edinburgh: Center of African Studies. University of Edinburgh.

Drucker-Brown, Susan
1967  [ntroduccion. /n Diccionario Analitico del Mampruli. Evangelina Arana and
Maurico Swadesh. eds. Ciudad de Mexico: [nstituto Nacional de Antopologia e
Historia.
1975 Ritual Aspects of Mamprusi Chiefship. Ritual Aspects of Mamprusi Chief-
ship. Letden: Afrika-Studiecentrum

1988 Local Wars in Northem Ghana. Cambridge Anthropology 13(2):86-106.

Durkheim, Emile.
1995  The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. New York: The Free Press.

Eller, J. D. and R. Coughlan
1993 The Poverty of Primordialism, the Demystification of Ethnic Attachments.
Ethnic and Racial Studies 16(2):183-202.



130

Fardon, Richard
1987 'African Ethnogenesis': Limits to the Comparability of Ethnic Phenomena.
In Comparative Anthropology. Ladislav Holy, ed. Pp. 168-188. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell.

1996 'Crossed Destinies': The entangled histories of West African ethnic and na-
tional identities. /n Ethnicity in Africa: Roots, Meanings and [mplications. Louise
de la Gorgendiére, Kenneth King, and Sarah Vaughn, eds. Pp. 117-146. Edin-
burgh: Centre of African Studies, Edinburgh.

Fox. Robin.
1967  Kinship and Marriage. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Frimpong, A. O.
1994  The Konkomba Factor. West Africa, Aprl 4. Accra.

Froelich, J. C.
1954  La Tribu Konkomba du Nord Togo. Dakar: [FAN

1963  Les Konkomba, Les Moba, Les Dyé. In Les populations du Nord-Togo. J.
C. Froelich. Pierre Alexandre. and Robert Comevin, eds. Pp. 118-157. Paris:
Presses universitaires de France.

Geertz, Clifford
1973  The Interpretation of Cultures. New York. NY: Basic Books

Goody, Jack..
1954  The Ethnography of the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast. West of the
White Volta. London: The Colonial Office.



131

1970  Marriage Policy and Incorporation in Northern Ghana. /n From Tribe to Na-
tion in Africa. Ronald Cohen and John Middleton, eds. Scranton, PA: Chandler

Publishing Company.

1971  Technology, Tradition and the State in Africa. Cambridge, Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Haaland, E.
1969  Economic Determinants in Ethnic Processes. /n Ethnic Groups and Bounda-

ries. Fredrik Barth, ed. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget.

Horton, Robin.
1971  Stateless societies in the history of West Africa. /n History of West Afnca,

Vol. 1. J. F. Ade Ajayi and M. Crowder. eds. Bristol: Longman Group.

Jenkins, Richard.
1986 Social anthropological models of interethnic relations. /n Theories of Race

and Ethnic Relations. John Rex and Mason David. eds. Cambridge: Cambnidge
University Press.

1994  Rethinking ethnicity: identity, categorization and power. Ethnic and Racial
Studies 17(2): 197-223.

1997  Rethinking ethnicity: arguments and explorations. London, Thousand Oaks:
Sage Publications.

Kopytoff, Igor.
1987  The Internal African Frontier. /n The African frontier: The Reproduction of

Traditional African Societies. [gor Kopytoff, ed. Indiana: Indiana University
Press.



Lancaster, Chet S.
1987  The Goba of Zambezi. In The African frontier: The Reproduction of Tradi-
tional African Societies. [gor Kopytoff, ed. Indiana: Indiana University Press.

Leach, E. R.
1954  Political Systems of Highland Burma: A Study of Kachin Social Structure.
London: The Athalone Press

Lentz, Carola
1994 A Dagara Rebellion Against Dagomba Rule: Contested Stories of Origin in
Northwestern Ghana. Journal of African History 35(3):457.

1995  Tribalism and Ethnicity in Africa: A review of four decades of Anglophone
research. Cahiers des Sciences Humaines (ORSTOM) 31(2):303-328.

19952 'Units for Development': Youth Associations in Northwestern Ghana. Africa
65(3):395.

1998  The Chief, The Mine Captain and The Politician: Legitimating Power in
Northern Ghana. Africa 68(2):46-67.

Malinowski. B.
1935  Coral Gardens and Their Magic. New York: Dover Publications. Inc.

Manoukian, Madeline.
1951 Tribes of the Northern Tetritories of the Gold Coast. London: International
African Institute.

Martinson, H. B.
1995  The Hidden History of the Konkomba Wars in Northern Ghana. Accra:
Masta Press.



133

Meek, C. K.
1937  Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe. Oxford: Oxford Uruversity Pres.

Moemman, M.
1968  Ethnicity etcetera: social anthropological points of view. /n Ethnomethodol-
ogy. Roy. Tumer, ed. Middlesex: Penguin.

Murdock. George Peter.
1959  Africa its peoples and their culture history. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Oppong, Christine.
1973  Growing up in Dagbin. Accra-Tema: Ghana Publishing Corporation.

Osei Agyeman, Fred.
1999  Dagombas are peace loving - DAY A. Ghanaian Times. June 6. Accra.

Paine, R.
1974  Second thoughts about Barth's Models. London. Royal Anthropological In-
stitute. Occasional Paper No.32.

Parrinder, Geoffrey.
1941  West African Religion. London: Epworth Press.

Rattray, R. S.
1923 Ashanti. Oxford: Clarendon Press.



134

1932 The Tribes of the Ashanti Hinterland. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Roosens, Eugeen
1994  The Primordial Nature of Origins in Migrant Ethnicity. /n The Anthropology
of Ethnicity: Beyond "Ethnic Groups and Boundaries'. Hans Vermeulen and Cora
Govers, eds. Pp. 81-104. Amsterdam: Het Spinhuis.

Schilder, Kees
1994  Quest for Self Esteemn: State, Islam and Mundang Ethnicity in Northern Cam-
eroon. Leiden: African Studies Centre Publications.

Schildkrout, Enid.
1978  People of the Zongo: The transformation of ethnic 1dentities in Ghana.
Cambridge: Cambndge University Press.

Skalnik, Peter.
1987  On the Inadequacy of the Concept of the Traditional State. Journal of Legal
Pluralism{235.26): 301-325.

1989  Qutwitting Ghana: Pluralism of Political Culture in Nanun. /n Qutwitting
the State. Peter Skalnik. ed. Pp. 145-168. London: Transaction Puslishers.

Southall, Aiden W.
1970  The [llusion of Tribe. /n The Passing of Tribal Man in Africa. Peter C. W.
Gutkind, ed. Leiden: E.J. Brili.

Stainland, M.
1975  The Lions of Dagbon: Political Change in Northern Ghana. Cambndge:
Cambridge University Press.



135

Sudarkasa, Niara.
1979  From Stranger to Alien: The Socio-Political History of the Nigerian Yoruba
in Ghana, 1900-1970. /» Strangers in African Societies. William A. Shack and
Elliott P. Skinner, eds. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Tait, David.
1953  The Political System of Konkomba. Africa xxiii: 213-223.

1954  Social Change in the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast. Accra. [nsu-
tute of African Studies, University of Ghana: Legon.

1958  The Territorial Pattern and Lineage System of the Konkomba. /n Tribes
Without Rulers: Studies in African Segmentary Systems. John Middleton and
David Tait. eds. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Lid.

1961 The Konkomba of Northern Ghana. London: Published for the [ntemational
African Institute and the University of Ghana by the Oxford University Press.

Talbot, P. A.
1923 Life in Southern Nigeria. London: Macmillan.

Tamakloe, E. F.
1931 A Brief History of the Dagbamba People. Accra: Government of Ghana.

Tettey, A.
1994  Fleeing Dagomba Attacked. The Ghanaian Accra.

Waliman, S.
1986  Ethnicity and the Boundary Process in Context. /n Theories of Race and
Ethnic Relations. John Rex and Mason David, eds. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.



136

Wilks, Ivor., Levtzion, Nehemia., and Haight, Bruce M.
1986  Chronicles from Gonja: A tradition of West African Muslim historiography.
Cambndge: Cambridge University Press.

Wills, J. Brian.
1962  Agriculture and land use in Ghana. London: Oxford University Press.

Wolf, E.R.

1994  ‘Perilous ideas: race, culture and people’. Current Anthropology 35(1): 1-
12

Yeboah-Afari. Ajoa.
1994a. Dateline: Ghana. West Alrica. March 4. Accra.

1994b  Dateline: Ghana. West Africa. April 4. Accra.

Zimon, Henryk.
1992  Traditional Yam Feasts among the Konkomba of Northern Ghana. Ethnolo-
gia Polona 17(1): 111-127.



APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEWEES

137

Name ;Age (Approx) |Location Status ‘Gender
B 36 iAccm KOYA Member gMale
EGB !75+ !Namong Village Elder (Earth Lineage) EMale
iLN 44 iSangur i{an’u‘:r ‘Male
EDB 75+ ;Saboba %Elder (Earth Lineage) ;Male
iBN !505 gNansuan iFarmer EMale
: h iSOs iNansuan ;Farmcr Male
%MA ‘37 iTamalc ‘Nanumba Shopkeeper Female
TT  i60s Nabule  Market Elder Male
jBB [&05 'Bimbilla ‘Farmer Male
AN %60 ‘Yunyoo Market Elder Male
EDE i32 :‘Namong Farmer Male
FR 523 Accra KOYA Member Male
EGV j23 ‘Accra %KOYA Member :Male
%HT 44 ;Nansu:m zMarket Elder Female
ESE 55 :‘Sangur ?Farmer Male
iGG éSOs ‘Benja ;Farmer Female
iJB é-’lOs iTamale iFarmer %Male
%_JB E3OS iSaboba %Farmer %Female
EBB , 14 iSaIaga EChild %Female
%BB ‘ 12 iGbindere i;Child F emale
iGN 22 Kumasi KOYA Member Female
HN 27 Bunkpurugu |KOYA Member iFemale
JN {36 Namong Farmer iMaIe
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K 43 !Namong Farmer |[Male
uJ 68 Tuna Elder (Earth Lineage) ErMaIc
JJ 77 iNansuan Elder (Earth Lineage) EMaIe
AD 76 Nakpandun |Farmer %Male
AD |56 !Nakpanduri %Farmer ?Malc
E[DC 166 Nansuan %Farmer jMale
BY l60s ‘!Namong EFarmer Male
BR 60s ENamong %Farmer EMale
JA !605 %Namong Market Elder Male
BG 60s ![Sangur ?Market Elder Male
!RK 44 :Sangur :Market Elder | Male
RU I56 ‘Sangur ‘ Market Elder Male
EG 58 ‘Yendi ‘Market Elder Female
RG 33 Yendi ‘Market Elder Female
%CN 323 ?Namong zFarmer iMale
iFB ESS Namong fFarmer jMalx:
‘BB é34 iTuna éFarmer Female
oL '905 %Benja ‘Elder Male
EPJ 22 ; Benja Evaeller (unknown) Female
iFT 25 iWale Wale ;vaeller (unknown) iMale
E[BK 14 iWale Wale fr'[‘raveller (unknown}) EMale
%BN 13 ;Wale Wale évaeller (unknown) :Male
iBG iSOs iNakpanduri EFarmer Male
BK [50s iNansuan \Farmer EFemaIe
BS  |40s Namoang Farmer iMale
VB |30s Namong Farmer (Male




139

ICF !405 Namong IFarmer [Female
BB |44 gTuna |}Farmc:r Male
SD |45 Sabcba Market Elder ;Male
WT |78 Saboba Market Elder Male
DH 22 Bimbilla %KOYA Member szemalc
AS 533 {I{Bimbilla éKOYA Member !xMale
IS 22 iSalaga EKOYA Member Male
EKP 12 Salaga  KOYA Member Female
?BB ?66 Salaga Farmer Female
iMP 66 ESangur %Farmer ermale
1iPS 1 14 iSangur :‘Child Male
i:BB ‘-H :Sangur Farmer Male
EBH %505 Sangur Farmer Male
iBY EAOS ?;Saboba Farmer Male
iBT I3OS iNamong l,Farmer Male
EBN E32 ENamong EFarmer éMale
iBJ 1405 %Namong éFarmer Male
;BU 2405 Tuna Farmer ‘Male






