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Introduction

Ghana stands as a beacon of democratic governance in West Africa, often celebrated
for its peaceful transitions of power and vibrant political life. Since achieving
independence in 1957 as the first sub-Saharan African country to break free from
colonial rule, Ghana'’s political evolution has reflected both the successes and the
complexities inherent in building a modern nation-state. The purpose of this book, The
Politics of Ghana: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in Ghana, is to explore
the development, structure, and contemporary practice of politics in Ghana for
students, researchers, policymakers, and interested citizens.

Ghana’s journey from a collection of diverse pre-colonial states, through the
tribulations of colonialism and the turbulence of military interventions, to the relative
stability of its Fourth Republic is a story of resilience and adaptation. This history has
shaped a political system characterized by a strong presidency, a vibrant Parliament,
an independent judiciary, and robust participation by a variety of political parties. The
role of chieftaincy and traditional authorities remains deeply embedded in both the
past and the present, reflecting the country’s dual heritage of indigenous and modern
governance.

At the heart of Ghana’s constitutional democracy is the 1992 Constitution, designed to
provide checks and balances among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches,
and to safeguard the fundamental rights and duties of its people. The constitutional
order also seeks to prevent the over-centralization of power and avoid the excesses
that marred previous republics. Ghana’s political actors now operate under a system
that strives to combine stability, inclusiveness, and responsiveness to the aspirations
of its citizens.

Electoral politics in Ghana is robust and fiercely contested, predominantly between the
New Patriotic Party (NPP) and the National Democratic Congress (NDC), which have
alternated power peacefully since the early 1990s. While this two-party dynamic has
contributed to political stability, it also poses challenges for smaller parties and
independent candidates. Nonetheless, Ghana’s electoral architecture, overseen by an
independent Electoral Commission, is held in high regard across the continent.

Despite these achievements, democracy in Ghana faces ongoing trials: concerns about
institutional corruption, the potential for executive overreach, political violence, the
underrepresentation of women and minorities, and strains on citizen engagement.
Addressing these issues is essential not only for consolidating democratic gains but
also for ensuring that the political system delivers tangible benefits to all Ghanaians.
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This book provides a comprehensive and accessible overview of Ghana's political
landscape—past and present. Each chapter explores a key facet of the Ghanaian
political system, from historical foundations and constitutional development to
electoral processes, governance challenges, and future prospects. Through this guide,
readers will gain a deeper understanding of how politics in Ghana operates, the
hurdles it faces, and the possibilities for further strengthening its democracy.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations: Pre-Colonial
Political Systems in Ghana

Before the arrival of European powers, the land that would become Ghana was a
patchwork of diverse political entities, each with its own unique structures, customs,
and systems of governance. These ranged from highly centralized kingdoms and
empires to smaller, more decentralized communities bound together by kinship and
shared traditions. The sheer variety of these pre-colonial arrangements offers a
fascinating glimpse into the ingenuity and adaptability of the peoples who inhabited
this region.

One of the most prominent and well-documented of these was the Ashanti Empire,
which rose to significant power in the 17th century. Based in the forest zone, the
Ashanti developed a sophisticated and centralized political system. At the apex was
the Asantehene, the king, who held immense political, military, and spiritual authority.
However, this wasn't a simple dictatorship; the Asantehene ruled with the advice and
consent of a council of elders. This council, known as the Asantemanhyiamu, included
divisional chiefs and other important figures, creating a system of checks and
balances, albeit one vastly different from modern democratic ideals. The Golden Stool
was central to the Ashanti political system, symbolizing the unity and power of the
confederacy. It was believed to embody the soul of the Ashanti people and was held in
great reverence.

The Ashanti political structure was hierarchical, with the Asantehene at the top,
followed by paramount chiefs (Amanhene) who governed metropolitan states. These
states were further divided into divisions, villages, and lineages, each with its own
head and council of elders. This layered system allowed for a degree of local
autonomy while maintaining overall control under the Asantehene. The Ashanti also
developed a complex bureaucracy to manage their vast empire, overseeing
everything from foreign relations to tax collection. Their economic strength, built on
gold, agriculture, and trade, including the transatlantic slave trade, fueled their
expansion and influence.

Along the coast, various Fante states emerged, often engaging in trade with European
merchants who arrived from the 15th century onwards. The Fante political system,
while sharing some similarities with other Akan groups, also had its distinct features.
The Fante lived in independent states, each led by a paramount chief or Omanhen,
supported by elders. A significant aspect of Fante society was the role of the Asafo
companies, which were military and social organizations. These companies played a
crucial role in both defense and local governance, acting as a check on the power of
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the chiefs and representing the will of the people. Unlike the centralized Ashanti, the
Fante states were often organized into a confederation, particularly in the face of
external threats like the expanding Ashanti Empire. This confederation, formed in the
early 18th century, aimed to provide collective security and assert their position in
regional trade.

In the northern part of present-day Ghana, states like Dagbon, Mamprusi, and Gonja
had also established significant kingdoms by the 16th century. The Dagbon Kingdom,
for instance, had a centralized political system with the Ya-Na as the supreme ruler.
The Dagomba political structure was also hierarchical, with various levels of chiefs
governing different areas, all owing allegiance to the Ya-Na. Succession to chieftaincy
in Dagbon, like in many other Ghanaian societies, often involved a system of rotation
among eligible royal lineages. Customary law played a vital role in these northern
kingdoms, with chiefs and elders responsible for administering justice and upholding
societal norms.

Beyond these larger, more centralized states, numerous other ethnic groups across
the territory had different forms of political organization. Some societies were more
decentralized, with leadership based on kinship ties and clan heads, rather than a
single central authority. In some coastal areas, like among the Ga-Adangbe, early
political structures were influenced by religious leaders, with power initially resting
with priests before the emergence of chieftaincy as a distinct political institution. This
highlights the diverse paths of political development taken by different groups in the
region.

The geography of the land also played a role in shaping these political systems. The
dense forest in the south, the open savannah in the north, and the coastal areas each
presented different opportunities and challenges that influenced settlement patterns,
economic activities, and the nature of governance. Control over trade routes,
particularly those related to gold and other valuable commodities, was a significant
factor in the rise and power of many states. The interaction and sometimes conflict
between these various political entities were a constant feature of the pre-colonial
landscape, shaping alliances and power dynamics for centuries before the full impact
of European colonization. The foundations of governance, authority, and community
organization laid in these pre-colonial times would continue to influence political life in
Ghana long after the colonial era began.
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