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ABSTRACT 

The discourse of governance on the continent of Africa focuses primarily on achieving and 

imbibing Western values and ideals. Africans on the other hand are highly invested in their 

indigenous culture, socially, so what is the relationship between indigenous culture and 

contemporary governance. This study focuses on the nature and to what extent indigenous 

culture influences governing practices in contemporary Africa using Ayittey’s (1991) summary 

of the features of the African indigenous political system. 

Using a mixed methods approach participants in the study were asked to fill out a semi-

structured survey of indicator questions corresponding to the features of the African indigenous 

political system. The participants of the study comprised of Members of Parliament, a traditional 

Chief and citizenry.  

The results indicate that Ghana’s current political dispensation lacks real incorporation of 

indigenous governance, specifically as it relates to citizens’ influence on government, 

decentralization of the polity, decision making by consensus and effective participatory 

democracy. 

On the basis of the results it is recommended that; first Ghana’s legislature be decentralized 

through regional parliamentary sessions, secondly the powers of the executive be reduced, 
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thirdly creating a constitution that is built on indigenous governing principles and finally 

building an indigenous political system. 

 

Keywords: Indigenous Governance, African Studies, Sankofaism, Ghanaian Politics, African 

Democracy 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

In contemporary Africa the mode of governance is undoubtedly influenced by Western 

values and ideals, but the majority of African citizens value their indigenous culture. The 

importance of indigenous culture is seen in the food they eat, the languages they continue to 

speak and even the way they dress. It is, however, not completely clear as to the nature and to 

what extent indigenous culture influences governance practices in contemporary Africa.  

Furthermore, if indigenous culture plays a role in governance, what are the implications of that 

for socioeconomic development and democracy? These empirical questions led to the research 

inquiry, which is the basis of this thesis. It focuses on the question of if, and how, political 

leaders in Ghana incorporate indigenous forms of governance into their political practice to 

foster participatory democracy. An Economist article entitled (“African Democracy,” n.d., fig. 1) 

claims that there are eleven countries with flawed democracies, sixteen hybrid states, eighteen 

authoritarian regimes and one failed state on the continent of Africa. In the article, Ghana is 

labeled as practicing a flawed democracy based on the five indices created by the Economist 

Intelligence Unit. These indices are electoral process and pluralism, civil liberties, functioning of 

government, political participation and political culture. While these indices are useful as an 
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analytical device they do not directly address African traditions or indigenous culture and how 

these may impinge upon or interact with democratic practices in Africa, including that of Ghana. 

Thus the simple characterization of some countries, including Ghana, as having flawed 

democracies may itself be inadequate.  The coexistence of tradition (indigenous culture) and 

“modernity” (western traditions), and its implications for effective democracy and attendant 

economic development require a careful examination. 

Purpose of study 

It is broadly accepted that Africa’s underdevelopment is related to, or even a function of, 

the state of poor governance on the continent.  The state of poor governance, I argue, may be 

partly the result of political administration that is devoid of indigenous governance practices, 

which has in turn stagnated purposeful economic development. This research project investigates 

a case of governance and democracy in an African country, Ghana, and how, or if, these are 

informed by indigenous governance practices. There are three reasons for tackling this topic of 

African governance and democracy vis-à-vis the role of indigenous culture. 

Firstly, what constitutes African governance and democracy is not clearly defined or 

agreed upon. In the literature some claim African governance and democracy should be solely 

defined on the basis of indigenous culture and values, such as Ubuntu “I am because you are.” 
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One example of this argument comes from Nketsia (2013), in his book African Culture in 

Governance and Development. He argues that due to colonization and neo-imperialism Africans 

have been mis-cultured and as such they have forgotten their indigenous forms of governance 

and democracy. Others, such as Larry Diamond (2007), claim that African governance and 

democracy represents an attempt to duplicate Western liberal governance and democracy in 

Africa. A small number of African leaders such as Julius Nyerere, the former president of 

Tanzania, and former president Olympio of Togo claim it should be a modernizing experiment of 

indigenous culture and values plus tenets of globalization, which could be values from the West 

and East (Kaushal, 1972, p.78). It is against the background of these different conceptions and 

definitions of what constitutes or should constitute African governance and democracy that this 

research is being undertaken to at least clarify, and potentially add to the current body of 

knowledge on the role of indigenous principles in contemporary African governance. 

Secondly, this research looks at how African governance and democracy can be 

explained through the lens of indigenous knowledge and governance systems, and how they 

impact socio-economic development. This inquiry thus gives us the opportunity to understand 

the intersectionality of governance and democracy on the one hand and socio-economic 

development on the other. 
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Thirdly this research also aims to provide a resource that governments, political leaders, 

and legislators, among others, can use toward achieving the necessary development for all 

citizens. 

Research Objectives/Questions 

The research project will be guided by the following overarching questions: 

1. To what extent is Ghana’s current political dispensation reflective of indigenous or 

traditional governance practices or what Williams (1987) describes as the “African 

constitution”? 

2. Will prevalent or widespread indigenous/traditional governance practices or principles 

correlate with economic empowerment and improved economic conditions for citizens? 

 

What is Indigenous governance? 

The term “indigenous” according to Dei (2000) is defined as knowledge consciousness 

arising locally and in association with long-term occupancy of a place (p. 72). In Africa many 

ethnic groups have different forms of governance; nonetheless Ayittey (1991) has created a 

summary of features of the African indigenous political system (p.257). These features go hand 

in hand with Williams’ (1987) “African constitution.” They are as follows: 

1. Building blocks of government are the people 
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2. Decisions are made by public opinion 

3. Checks and balances are implemented to curb despotism. 

4. Decentralization of the political system 

5. Freedom of Expression 

6. Decision-making by consensus 

7. Participatory democracy 

It is often presented to or believed by contemporary Africans the birth of democracy is credited 

to the “West” and often traced back to the Greeks. While this is historically true, Tiky (2014) in 

his book Democracy and Democratization in Africa looks back into history to ask where the 

Greeks learnt about democracy (p. 10). Tiky (2014) concludes that Solon (594-3), an Athenian 

who launched the reforms that gave birth to the Athenian democracy, made numerous trips to 

Egypt where he learnt about the African political system (p. 12). This is confirmed by Diodorus 

Siculus, a Greek writer of the 1st century who acknowledged that Solon, Pythagoras and Homer 

made trips to Egypt to learn about politics, mathematics and religion (Tiky, 2014, p.11; Diop, 

1974, xiv). Based on these reported travels Tiky (2014) argues that since Egypt is the oldest 

civilization known to man, one can attribute the birthplace of democracy to Africa. Ayittey 

(1999) offers the same assertion but in a different way; he posits that democracy is not owned by 

one culture or race but is practiced differently through different institutions (p. 85). One example 
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is in the making of a decision by majority vote versus consensus decision (Ayittey, 1999, p. 88). 

Hence African empires, kingdoms, states and stateless societies practiced versions of democracy 

prior to European contact (Ayittey, 1999; Williams, 1987; Okyenhene, 2010; Tiky, 2014). 

It can thus be argued that pre-colonial Africa adopted governing systems that were 

democratic in nature, allowing citizens, empires, and kingdoms to flourish. For the purpose of 

this research inquiry it is important to highlight and explain the seven characteristics used to 

describe indigenous governance, which are listed above. 

Building blocks of government are the people 

Governance in pre-colonial Africa started and ended with the people, the citizens and 

everyone who lived in the village (Ayittey, 1999; Bell, 2002, Williams, 1987). The basis of 

African socio-political thought started with what Bell (2002) calls the “village palaver,” where 

decisions were made for the purpose of unity, to ensure that the community moved from injustice 

to justice; wrong to right; brokenness to wholeness and ignorance to truth (p.113). This practice 

is captured in the concept of communalism, for which an Akan proverb cited by Gyekye (1987) 

provides a good explanation as follows: “When a man descends from heaven, he descends into a 

human society” (Onipa firi soro obesi onipa kurom) (p.155). This type of communal decision-

making led by citizens was evident in all traditional societies such as the Ashanti of Ghana 

(Asetena kese), Igbo of Nigeria (ama-ala), Shir among the Somali, Tswana of Botswana (kyotla), 
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Shona of Zimbabwe (dare), Xhosa (pitso) and Zulu of South Africa (ndaba) (Ayittey, 1999, p. 

86). It was at village assemblies/palavers where everyone came to express individuality within 

the framework of the community; this is why Gyekye (1987) calls African societies amphibious, 

because the governance practices manifest features of both communality and individuality (p. 

154). 

Decisions made by public opinion 

The communal belief system, which is described above, and which is further reflected by 

another proverb cited by Gyekye (1987 p. 155) “The prosperity or well being of man depends 

upon his fellow man” (obi yiye efiri obi), served as the basis for decision-making.  Thus kings, 

chiefs and elders were responsible to the people and vice versa. Robert Sutherland Rattray 

(1916), an early student and interpreter of Asante Indigenous knowledge systems, states the 

following in his book “Ashanti Law and Constitution:” 

To all outward appearance and to superficial observers, who included the populace, the 

chief was an autocrat.  In reality, every move and command which appeared to emanate 

from his mouth had been discussed in private and been previously agreed upon by his 

councilors, to whom everyone in the tribe had access and to whom popular opinion on 

any subject was, thus, made known. Such, at any rate, was the ideal; serious departure 

from this custom would, eventually, lead to destoolment. Although, nominally, the 
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Ashanti constitution was intended to appear to be autocratic, in correct practice, it was 

democratic to a degree (Rattray, 1916, p. 82-83). 

Before any chief or king was enstooled, they were to swear an oath, which served as a binding 

contract between the people and the leader (Opuni-Frimpong, 2012, p. 57). It is this oath that 

created accountability and transparency between traditional leaders and citizens. It is in the 

context of this contract that people/citizens were in principle and practice final judges on issues, 

which affected their community or society (Ayittey, 1999, p.88). 

Checks and balances 

African political systems during the pre-colonial era knew about the dangers of allowing 

a traditional leader to attain uncontrolled power. In this regard Ayittey (1999) cites various 

examples where chiefs were surrounded by numerous institutions, which served as checks on 

their powers (p. 89). These institutional mechanisms of checks and balances manifested 

themselves in three forms: religious, institutionalized, and spontaneous (p. 126). Ayittey (1991) 

points out that, under the religious type of checks and balances, as the guardian of the people the 

chief/king served as a bridge between the ancestors of the lands and the people.  This duty which 

is explicitly stated when the chief swore his oath during enstoolment enjoins him to ensure the 

safety and wellbeing of his people, and so as to be pleasing to the ancestors (Ayittey 1991 p. 126; 

Opuni-Frimpong, 2012, p. 57).  This transcendental responsibility, which is part of traditions 
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among indigenous leaders of the Akans of Ghana, the Yoruba of Nigeria, and the Limba of 

Sierra Leone, by its very nature constrains the actions of such leaders/rulers (Ayittey, 1991, 

p.126). In terms of institutionalized checks and balances, this took the form of private and public 

admonitions from the Queen Mother, the inner or Privy Council of Advisers and the Council of 

Elders (Ayittey, 1991, p. 128). If a chief/king did not listen to these entities there was a 

possibility of destoolment. For example, the Asante people destooled three kings - Osei Kwame 

in 1799 for absenting himself from Kumasi and failing to perform his religious duties during the 

Adae festivals; Karikari in 1874 for extravagance; and Mensa Bonsu in 1883 for excessively 

taxing the Asante people (p. 139). 

If religious and institutional checks and balances failed, spontaneous actions were 

available such as what the Akan peoples of Ghana call rebellion (adom ye); the Yoruba of 

Nigeria call kirikiri; and the Gikuyu of Kenya call itwika (Ayittey, 1991, p. 140). 

Decentralization of the political system 

All African kingdoms from Egypt to Monomotapa, Lunda, Ghana as well as Mali and 

Songhai were states that comprised multiple municipalities, which explain the relation between 

kinship and representative democracy (Ayittey, 1999, p. 91; Opuni-Frimpong, 2012, p. 38; Tiky, 

2014, p. 16). 
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Two facts stand out clearly; first, that decentralization was the dominant feature of the 

Ashanti Constitution, and secondly, that the old family, clan and tribal organization 

survived in the new regime, which was ever striving to make territorial considerations, 

and not the incident of kinship, the basis of state control. (Rattray, 1916, p. 82-83 quoted 

in Opuni-Frimpong, 2012, p.37)  

Decentralization was a fundamental principle for African political organization, since it allowed 

for diffusion of power across the polity, encouraged participation, inclusion, and fostered an 

attitude of power sharing (Opuni-Frimpong, 2012, p. 38; Tiky, 2014, p. 16). 

The sheer sizes of some of the empires and kingdoms during the pre-colonial era meant 

the most effective mode of governance was through decentralization where authority and 

responsibilities would be in the hands of local authorities. Practicing this mode of devolution of 

authority, Ayittey (1999) posits that local communities enjoyed substantial autonomy to run their 

own affairs, hence, the presence of over 2000 distinct tribes present in Africa today (p. 92). 

Freedom of Expression 

At the core of the African Social Order is what Gyekye (1987) calls communalism, which 

he defines as the doctrine that a group or society constitutes the focus of the activities of the 

individual members of society (p. 155).  It is this central feature of society that allows everyone 
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in the community the right to voice his/her opinion without fear of reprisal. This phenomenon is 

consistent with Williams’ (1987) summary of the fundamental rights of the African people: 

• The right to equal protection of the law 

• The right to criticize and condemn any acts by the authorities or proposed new laws 

• The right to reject the community’s final decision on any matter and to withdraw 

from the community unmolested - the right of rebellion and withdrawal. 

• The right to an equal share in all benefits from common community undertakings if 

one has contributed to the fullest extent of his ability, no matter who or how many 

were able to contribute more.  (Williams, 1987, p. 174-175) 

Furthermore, Tiky (2014) draws on the work by Claude Welch (1984) who states that pre-

colonial states recognized six major sets of rights; right to life, right to education, right to 

freedom of movement, right to receive justice, right to work and right to participate in the 

benefits and decision-making of the community (p.11; Tiky, 2014, p 18). One example is the 

establishment of the Mali Empire in 1236 by Sundiata Keita, which involved the Kurukan Fuga 

Charter (Tiky, 2014, 18). With 44 articles the Charter described how the empire would operate 

politically, socially, environmentally, and economically. Consequently, Ayittey (1999) contends 

that tribes such as the Igbo, Yoruba, Ga, Asante and Abesheini, fiercely defended the right to 

free speech (p. 88).  



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 

 

19

Decision-making by consensus 

Based on the African philosophical thought of interconnectedness and sacredness of the 

land and people, decisions at village meetings were made by consensus (Ayittey, 1999, p.88). 

The premise of making decisions through consensus was to ensure minority positions were heard 

and also taken into account (Ayittey, 1999, p.88). Ayittey (1999) notes that while consensus 

building brought about unity the downside was the length of time it took to make decisions. He 

points out that it took days and sometimes weeks to come to a decision (p. 88).  Wiredu (1997) 

goes further to explain that the idea of consensual democracy is an African feature, which 

ensures the community is unified within the context of the individuals that belong to the 

community as is seen in the Ashanti kingdom (p. 307). In practice this may have involved a chief 

facilitating a debate about legislation within the Inner Council and Council of Elders. If 

unanimity was not reached the chief would request a village assembly where deliberations took 

place in order to reach a consensus (Ayittey, 1999, p. 88). The purpose for pursuing consensus 

decision is illustrated by an Ashanti art motif depicting a crocodile with one stomach and two 

heads in struggle over food (Wiredu, 1997, p. 306). The meaning conveyed by this symbol is to 

show that if the two heads do not work together the stomach will not have any food, thus leading 

to death. This motif is the motivation for keeping the community alive through consensus 

decision-making.   



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 
 

 

20

Participatory democracy 

The village palaver formed the basis of African civil society, and provided the space for 

local and participatory democracy (Bell, 2002; Ayittey, 1999). Ayittey (1999) argues that, with 

an open form of decision-making along with representation through kinship, the indigenous 

system of government was unique, open and inclusive (p. 91). It is this system that brought 

together all the characteristics mentioned above; where an open village palaver made decisions 

through rational dialogue, to empower individuals and to bring the community together.  

The features of indigenous governance explained above serve as the framework for describing 

and measuring indigenous governance in contemporary Ghana. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 

 

21

CHAPTER 2 

Literature review 

The international view of Africa as a continent struggling to consolidate a liberal western 

democracy has gained currency since the third wave of efforts geared towards institutionalizing 

democracy on the continent.  Ghana has been lauded as a good example for other African 

countries to follow in terms of consolidating a liberal western democracy. While this may be true 

on the surface the assessment of democracy in Africa, and with specific reference to Ghana, 

however, requires a careful analysis. This chapter, a literature review of the general and focused 

topic, offers a place to embark on that discussion.  

This review contextualizes governance practices within historic antecedents by first 

looking at African civilizations prior to contact with Europeans. The continent of Africa has bred 

several empires, which include but are not limited to Egypt (4500 BC), Ghana (750 BC- 1076 

AD), Mali (1255 AD-1464 AD), and the Asante (1661 AD-1830 AD) (Davidson, 1998, p. 239). 

These empires adopted various approaches to governance; most often, they employed indirect 

rule or assimilation rule (Ayittey, 1999, p.86). With respect to indirect rule, domestic 

independence and autonomy were granted to the vassal states as in the Asante and Zande 

empires in the nineteenth century (Ayittey, 1991, p. 76). On the other hand assimilation involved 
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subjugation of all cultures by the “superior” foreign culture; examples include the Mandinka, 

Fulani, Hausa or in general, the Islamic empires in the eighteenth and ninetieth centuries in West 

Africa (Ayittey, 1991, p. 76). It should be mentioned, however, that while these empires 

dominated, there were numerous isolated tribes that lived under self-government. Such self-

government took the form of leadership by chiefs or was constituted in stateless societies 

(Ayittey, 1999, p.86). From the period 4500 BC till 1830 AD, Africans flourished in various 

aspects of societal life, and an examination of how they governed their communities, villages, 

towns and empires is relevant to an analysis of what many consider to be failed and failing 

democracies today.  In an historical field research of African people, Williams (1987) introduces 

the term “the African Constitution.” In using the term constitution, Williams is summarizing 

what he sees as the commonalities of the epistemologies and principles that historically were 

used to govern different societies in Africa. They are as follows: 

1. The people are the first and final source of all power. 

2. The rights of the community of people are, and of right ought to be, superior to those of 

any individual, including Chiefs and Kings. (a) The Will of the people is the supreme 

law. (b) Chiefs and Kings are under the law, not above it. 

3. Kings, Chiefs and Elders are leaders, not rulers. They are the elected representatives of 

the people and the instruments for executing their will. 
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4. Government and people are one and the same.  

5. The family is recognized as the primary social, judicial, economic and political unit in the 

society. 

6.  The land belongs to no one. It is God’s gift to mankind for use and as a sacred heritage, 

transmitted by our forefathers as a bond between the living and the dead to be held in trust by 

each generation for the unborn who will follow, and thus to the last generation (Williams, 

1987, p. 171). 

Williams (1987) lists 15 more customs, which guided the people who are at the center of 

decision-making. These customs are what Williams (1987) describes as traditional governing 

structures focused on creating a collective consciousness through communality, collectivity and 

co-operation. In addition, Nketsia (2013) notes that it was people power that endowed the leader 

and members of the community with duties of responsibility, relatedness and respect (p .495).  

 Assuming that we can adhere to Williams’ (1987) universalized principles—though they 

are not without contestable assumptions themselves--we can see that before contact with the 

European colonizers all African communities, classified as either Empires or stateless societies, 

had governance structures that were built on the idea of people governing their own affairs.  In 

governing their own affairs, individuals in the community were able to participate in all 

decisions and, most importantly, do so based on consensus and shared values (Nketsia, 2013, 



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 
 

 

24

p.496). The idea of people being the government provides the ontological framework for 

ensuring people lived the constitution as opposed to abiding by the constitution. 

When the Europeans arrived on the continent, colonization diverted and in some cases 

truncated indigenous ways in which Africa governed itself. This period was further complicated 

by the so-called “Scramble for Africa” during, and after, the Berlin Conference of 1884. At this 

conference the major European powers arbitrarily divided Africa into colonies that they ruled 

directly and dictatorially (Davidson, 1998, p. 233).  

More importantly for the purposes of this literature review, the issue of colonization is 

inextricably linked to the idea of Western/liberal democracy.  To understand the linkage we must 

look at the epistemological basis of Western/liberal democracy.  Barber (1984) contends that 

Western/liberal democracy is, in fact, undemocratic.  His argument is based in the 

epistemological theories set forth by liberal democrats themselves, including Thomas Hobbes 

and John Locke.  Barber (1984) notes that such epistemological theories end up being anarchist, 

realist and minimalist (p.5).  

 Anarchist theory comes from the belief that men and women are free and autonomous 

with needs and wants that can be achieved outside of coercive communities (Barber, 1984, p.6). 

The premise of this belief is that men and women who have their liberty can achieve anything, 

which in politics means power. Hence the realm of governance has to do with obtaining power to 
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enact individual political will. The expression of individual will over and above the needs of the 

collective is what gives rise to the advancement of privacy, liberty, individualism, and property 

rights.  

 Along with anarchism giving rise to power, Barber (1984) explains that realist theory 

explains the exercise of power of free men and women. In the exercising of accumulated power 

and the satisfying of needs and wants, the process of enacting political will over others requires 

manipulation, enforcement, deterrence, incentive and sanctions (Barber, 1984, p. 11).  The realist 

mantra, then, is “one man’s freedom is the next man’s bondage.” (Barber, 1984, p. 11). Free men 

and women with power become power keepers as opposed to power sharers. 

 The third theory Barber (1984) employs to explain why Western/liberal democracy is 

undemocratic is minimalist theory.  It aims to address the issues that arise as a result of anarchy 

and realism: with anarchism people want power, which leads to realism in which people use the 

power they gain. Minimalist theory, Barber (1984) claims, propounds that the only way to 

protect others against the free man or woman with enormous power is tolerance, which 

advocates skepticism and wariness of the need of power and limits on power (p.15). In the 

political realm, skeptical minimalism gives rise to the implementation of individual rights which 

subsequently limit the rights of others and spell the end of collectivism. 
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 For Barber (1984), Western/ liberal democracies create societies in which free men and 

women become their own enemies. While they are free to gain power they are subject to being 

“caged” (p.21).  The process of “caging” is called “political zoology,” a process by which free 

men and women are admired for their individuality and for their unshackled freedom but cannot 

be admired because they are not trustworthy, are dangerous and are antisocial (Barber, 1984. 

p.21). In this framework of “political zoology,” Western/liberal democracy is exposed as a 

process that is undemocratic because it abhors participation, political activity and citizenship. 

Thus Barber (1984) calls Western/liberal democracy “thin democracy” (p. 25). 

Having briefly covered the epistemological frameworks of pre-colonial African 

democracy and Western/Liberal democracy from the perspective of Barber (1984), we can see 

the difference in how democracy has been practiced and how it has been exercised (Ayittey, 

1999, p.85). Traditional African democracy was practiced and exercised throughout the lives of 

individuals who comprised the community; hence the people were the government. On the other 

hand, Western/liberal democracy has been practiced and exercised through rational institutions 

which prevent/dissuade individuals from being completely social beings. This distinction is very 

important because it suggests there can be different forms of democracy. On arrival in Africa, the 

colonizers were familiar with their form of democracy (the orange), so when they were exposed 

to various forms of African democracy (the apple), they failed to recognize, respect and 
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understand it (Ayittey, 1999, p.86). As such, efforts were made to make the “apple” extinct and 

the “orange” imposed throughout the continent. The extinction of African democracy (the apple) 

was achieved through the process of colonization, or the anarchism, realism and minimalism that 

Barber (1984) calls liberal democracy. Through this process, Africans were robbed of their 

cultural framework of governance, and thus from 1830 until about 1960 there was continual 

struggle by African nations to regain their sovereignty. In fighting for their independence from 

colonial powers, many Africans had no choice but to learn ideas and principles of 

Western/liberal democracy, producing generations of what Nketsia (2013) calls the “mis-

cultured African” (p.449). This African with Western/liberal ideas, is further described by Fanon 

(1952) as a person of a “Black skin, with white masks” (p.3).  

The fight for independence in Ghana started gradually after 1844 when the British gained 

control of the coast and made political, economic, and social decisions without consulting the 

chiefs. From 1900 onwards, there was increased pressure from chiefs to be part of the Legislative 

Council (Omari, 1970, p.15). This desire to be part of the Legislative Council ushered in the era 

of the mis-cultured African.  Though chiefs were interested in being part of the Legislative 

Council there were prominent lawyers, businessmen, doctors and journalists all trained in 

Western thought who were interested in joining as well. The main criteria for appointments to 

the Legislative council involved education and “enlightenment” (Omari, 1970, p.17). Chiefs, 
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lawyers, businessmen, doctors and journalists were indoctrinated into political power by 

participating in the Eurocentric idea of governance. Little or nothing remained of African culture 

in the adoption of Western/Liberal democracy anchored by anarchism, realism and minimalism.  

By 1925, a constitution was written by the Legislative Council for then Gold Coast. Then in 

1946, amendments were made to that constitution (Omari, 1970, p.17). What was happening was 

that the mis-cultured African was trying to abide by the constitution instead of living the 

constitution.  

During the rise of the mis-cultured African, who is aptly portrayed by Kobina Sekyi 

(1915) in his play “The Blinkards”, there seems to have been factional coalitions for political 

objectives among nationalists in Ghana. Men such as Dr J.B. Danquah and Dr. Nanka Bruce 

pledged alliance with the British Empire, and others, such as Kobina Sekyi, found common 

ground with the chiefs (Omari, 1970, p.23).  By 1945, the factional coalitions manifested into 

representational political parties: one side was composed of conservative parties such as the 

United Gold Coast Convention (UGCC), Northern People’s Party (NPP), National Liberation 

Movement (NLM) and the Togo Congress, and the other side was made up of radical nationalist 

parties such as the Convention People’s Party (Omari, 1970, p.23).  

The Convention People’s Party, led by Dr. Kwame Nkrumah, headed the charge to the 

final stage of independence on March 6th, 1957. With independence attained, the Convention 
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People’s Party, in conjunction with the opposition National Liberation Movement and its allies, 

had to draft a constitution and then manage the affairs of the country via parliament with a multi-

party system (Omari, 1970, p.49). During the course of his leadership, Dr. Kwame Nkrumah 

pushed laws through parliament with the aid of his party’s majority. He was able to eventually 

establish a one party system from 1960 to 1966 during which he governed as President of the 

first republic of Ghana. However, in 1966, Lt-Gen Kotoka and Lt-Gen Ankrah deposed him. 

Since the 1966 coup there have been three military regimes and several civilian administrations, 

including the current fourth republic civilian administration. 

Nketsia (2013) asserts that the reason for political instability in Ghana is due to the 

practice of Western/liberal democracy by mis-cultured Africans because the basic premise of 

Western/liberal democracy is about power relations and the control of material property (p.497). 

His assertion aligns with Barber (1984) who says contemporary Western/Liberal democracy is 

characterized by a form of radical individualism, and insulated from the social understandings of 

human nature (p.68). The establishment of the fourth republic starting in 1992 formalized the 

complete transition to the practice of Western/Liberal democracy, which will be discussed 

below. 
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Ghana post 1992 

The fourth republic of Ghana commenced under the leadership of Flight Lt. Jerry 

Rawlings in 1992. Since then there have been five elections with somewhat peaceful transitions 

from one political party to the other. Despite this apparent progress, the aforementioned 

Economist article (“African Democracy,” 2012) considers Ghana to be practicing a flawed 

democracy. The essence of democracy has always been the rule of people by the people (Bishop 

and Grugel, 2014, p.9). Using this definition it is understandable why Ghana’s is deemed as a 

flawed democracy, but we need to first ask what kind of democracy are we talking about: 

African democracy or Western/liberal democracy? 

 African countries such as Ghana need to find a way to decolonize their current 

democratic and governance institutions because they still are Eurocentric.  Nketsia (2013) asserts 

that political organization and governance should be seen as a collective vocation to create a just 

and good society and advance human good in the world (p.736). While this vision harkens back 

to traditional African democracy, Barber (1984) also calls for theorists of Western/liberal 

democracy to rethink the epistemological principles of anarchism, realism and minimalism.  He 

introduces the concept of “Strong Democracy” which aims to focus on communities with a 

common purpose and mutual action by virtue of their civic attitudes and participatory institutions 

(Barber, 1984, p.117). 
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To this end the history of Ghana from pre-colonial era to now suggests that past empires 

and stateless societies had their own methods of governance through which they practiced 

democracy.  When the Europeans arrived on the continent, colonization put an end to indigenous 

ways in which Africa governed itself, and there began a gradual shift to the Eurocentric model of 

Western/liberal democracy.  Nketsia (2013) suggests that Africans should consider modernizing 

indigenous African governance structures that will bring back the mantra of living the 

constitution as opposed to abiding by the constitution. On the other hand, Barber (1984) proposes 

a new form of Western/liberal democracy that prioritizes participation, citizenship and political 

activity.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Research Method and Data Collection 

In trying to answer the question of whether Ghana’s current political dispensation is 

reflective of indigenous or traditional governance, and how the latter impacts economic 

empowerment, a mixed methods approach was adopted to collect relevant data.  This involved a 

semi-structured survey and face-to-face interviews. The aim of the mixed methods approach 

allows for complementary analysis by combining fixed responses and contextual explanations 

(Knight, 2008, p. 117; Kuada, 2012, p. 104). This method ensured that research questions could 

be answered in a manner that provided rich narrative in addition to quantitative data, which is 

highly valued in the literature (Kuada, 2012, p. 120).    

The survey instrument consisted of 42 questions; 16 open-ended questions and 26 close-

ended questions based on the seven characteristics of indigenous governance (See Appendix A).  

Bulmer and Warwick (1983) also suggest that when conducting research in the Global South, 

such as in this case Ghana, it is fruitful to use a combination of open and closed responses (p. 

147). The focus of this study, that is, investigating whether indigenous governance or practices 

are reflected in governance in contemporary Africa, including Ghana’s political dispensation, has 

rarely been pursued. The survey instrument for this study was thus created from scratch since 
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there was no existing document to work with.  It is, however, noted that dimensions of 

indigenous governance captured in the survey instrument are ones which have been developed 

by other authors as previously discussed.  Knight (2008) suggests that small-scale researchers, 

such as myself, should strive to use existing questionnaires that have been used by others and 

shown to be fit for the purpose or are the product of an approach-based on thought, theory, 

technical skills and piloting (p. 93). During the literature review I could not find any well-tested 

questionnaires that dealt with the measurement of indigenous governing practices, hence the 

creation of a new survey instrument. Knight (2008) asks small-scale researchers, in developing a 

survey instrument, to start with theory or  a literature review (p. 93). Chapter 2, literature review, 

outlines the characteristics of indigenous governing practices, which were to be measured by 

indicator questions (Hardy and Bryman, 2004, p. 18-21). As seen in Appendix A, each section of 

the survey corresponds to one of the characteristics of indigenous governing practices mentioned 

in Chapter 2. The respondents did not know the characteristics. Each ordinal variable was 

measured by posing a list of open and closed questions. Hardy and Bryman (2004) argue it is 

best to use more than one question to measure an ordinal variable, since it might fail to capture 

the full breadth of the concept being measured and fail to capture the respondent’s attitude to an 

issue (p. 21). That was why multiple questions were used to measure each ordinal variable.  



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 
 

 

34

In creating a questionnaire from scratch, Knight (2008) warns small-scale researchers to 

be aware of issues of reliability, validity and consistency (p. 81). To address these concerns the 

questionnaire was piloted among a group of 5 individuals within the age group from 33 to 40: 1 

Canadian and 4 Ghanaian immigrants living in Canada. In going through the piloting stage issues 

of readability, presentation, consistent understanding of questions, and completion times were 

addressed (Knight, 2008; Bulmer and Warwick, 1983).  After the piloting phase, corrections 

were made to ensure clarity of the questions and to estimate the time needed to complete the 

questionnaire.  

Participants 

At the onset of the research project, the sample frame consisted of three groups - political 

leaders, Ghanaian traditional rulers, and “ordinary” citizens.  For the purpose of this study 

political leaders are operationalized to include Members of Parliament (MPs) who represent 

various constituencies in parliament. The goal was to recruit 30% of MPs (approx. 80 MPs), to 

participate in the study (35 from National Democratic Congress – NDC, the governing party, 35 

from National Patriotic Party NPP, the main opposition party, and 10 from other smaller political 

parties). The goal of recruiting about 30% of MPs was based solely on the time prescribed by the 
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period of fieldwork (February – May 2016), which also created an appropriate number for 

meaningful analyses (Jackson and Verbery, 2007, p. 412).  

Ethics clearance for the study was received from the Royal Roads University REB 

(Research Ethics Board) on April 12th, 2016; thereafter, a letter requesting access to Members of 

Parliament was submitted to the Registrar of Parliamentary Affairs. This proved to be 

ineffective, as no response was received after numerous attempts. After various inquiries about 

accessing contact information of Members of Parliament, I came across a non-partisan civil 

society group that was able to provide me with the contact information for 123 Members of 

Parliament. The contact information included phone numbers and email addresses. All 123 

Members of Parliament were contacted via email or telephone in order to solicit their interest in 

participating in the research project. Only 15% (19 of out 123) of the contacted Members of 

Parliament agreed to participate, and asked if the survey and letter of consent could be dropped 

in their mailboxes (See Appendix B). Upon completing the survey they would contact me to pick 

it up. Most of the surveys were dropped off during the first two weeks of May 2016; this 

coincided with the recess of parliament, which ran from May to July 2016. This could be a 

contributing factor as to why out of the 19 Members of Parliament that agreed to fill out the 

survey only 7 actually completed the survey (36%). Another contributing factor can be attributed 
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to time spent in the field (February to May), in which the whole month of May was dedicated to 

contacting and recruiting Members of Parliament. The time factor is an issue that is bound to 

come up with a small-scale research project such as this (Knight, 2008, p. 90). While 7 is a small 

number there is a great level of trustworthiness and meaningful data received from respondents 

for exploratory analysis (Knight, 2008, p. 120). The number of respondents from Parliament was 

labeled as Data Set 1. 

Besides the MPs there was a goal of recruiting 6 traditional chiefs to participate in the 

study, and a letter requesting access to chiefs was submitted to the Ministry of Chieftaincy and 

Traditional Affairs but that effort was unfruitful.  Bailey (1996) warns small-scale researchers, 

such as myself, to be mindful of the time that needs to be put in to gaining entry from 

gatekeepers (p. 50).  I believe the 3-month period dedicated to fieldwork was not enough time to 

be able to recruit chiefs for the study. The one chief who participated in the study was recruited 

through limited convenience sampling. 

Bechhofer and Paterson (2012) suggest that in pursuing small-scale research, such as in 

this case, the more likely choice of group and place is made in the course of a cyclical process (p. 

44). This is precisely what happened with regard to the third group that consisted of citizens of 

the country. Initially I wanted to randomly recruit 30 citizens, but based on time constraints and 
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understanding the nature of small-scale research I decided the best sampling strategy would be 

opportunity or convenience sampling using the snowball approach.  Knight (2008) states that 

with snowball sampling respondents prove to be representative of a population based on the fact 

that they are typically good as informants (p. 122). While this method reduces the ability to 

generalize research findings it helps one understand if indigenous governance practices are 

present in contemporary Ghana (Jackson and Verbery, 2007, p. 411).  

Former public servants who were interested in the issue of governance were approached 

to gauge their interest in participating in the research project. The initial group of participants 

was recruited from my personal network of colleagues and acquaintances, and other contacts of 

both of these.  Once interested individuals agreed to participate, they were asked to pass on 

contact information of other individuals who might be interested in participating. This resulted in 

the recruiting of 28 individuals (11 male, 9 female, 8 undisclosed).  These former public servants 

were sampled due to generally recognized interest of public servants in the issue of governance. 

It must be noted that although the initial respondents were public servants there were other 

respondents who identified as lawyers, professors, businessmen & women, doctors, scientists 

and clergy. This group was labeled as Data Set 2.  
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While participating in political discussions at local bars, I was able to generate a snowball 

sample of 15 individuals (6 male, 8 female, 1 undisclosed) between the ages of 29- 39. While 

recruiting was done based on convenience it must be noted that since the age range differed from 

Data Set 2, this was a great opportunity to get a different subset of the general population of 

citizens. This group was labeled as Data Set 3. 

Participants from data set 2 and 3 had the base line attribute of having at least completed 

a university degree and working in the private or public sector. After the interviewing phase, it 

became clear that the most important differing characteristic for the “ordinary citizens” who 

participated was age. This categorization of data set 2 and 3 was based on two reasons. Firstly, it 

was an opportunity to further validate the survey, as Bechhofer and Paterson (2012) argue by 

comparing one group of respondents to another group you want to know that any difference in 

the response is due to the characteristic of the respondents rather than the question asked (p. 76). 

Secondly, respondents from Data Set 2 have a long historical background of governance in 

Ghana, from the period of Dr. Nkrumah’s rule to the inception of the fourth republic in 1992. 

The group covered by Data Set 3 would have shorter historical context of governance in Ghana, 

from military rule in 1983 to the inception of the fourth republic.  
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Table 1 below reflects these differences: 

Table 1: Summary of Criteria for Group A and B. 

Group Age Political 

Period 

Lived Through 

Data Set 2 Citizens within the 

ages of 50 - 68 

1948 - 2016 • Post Independence 1957 - 1966 

• Military Coup d’état 1966  

• Second Republic under Busia 

administration 1969 

• Military Coup d’état 1972 

• Military Coup d’état 1979 

• Third Republic under Limann 

administration 1979 

• Military Coup d’état 1981 

• Fourth Republic 1992 - Present 

Data Set 3 Citizens within the 

ages of 29 - 39 

1977 - 2016 • Third Republic under Limann 

administration 1979 

• Military Coup d’état 1981 

• Fourth Republic 1992 - Present 

The 2 groups comprised 43 respondents; 33 received a hard copy of the survey and a letter of 

consent, while 9 received the survey and letter of consent via Qualtrics, an online survey tool. 

Data collection for respondents from Data Set 2 and 3 took place over the six-week period 

beginning on April 19th and ending on May 31st, 2016. 
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In summary, before the fieldwork was done the estimated total sample size was to be 140. 

After the fieldwork was done the total sample size dropped to 51 (36% of the original 

projection). While this may be low, Bailey (1996) suggests small-scale researchers, such as 

myself, should begin with 30 or fewer respondents (p. 37). Based on her suggestion I believe the 

total number of respondents (50) provided meaningful data for analysis. The main reason for the 

drop was linked to the lack of participation, especially from the Members of Parliament. 

However, after the fieldwork was completed the relatively larger number of citizens who 

participated in the study, compared to that of the MPs, gave one a better understanding of the 

political dispensation of Ghana’s political system from citizens’ point of view. Once the research 

proposal received clearance from Royal Roads University Research Ethics Boards, I began data 

collection in the capital city of Accra, Ghana on April 19th and collection was completed on May 

31st, 2016. 

Results and Data 

All 50 surveys were inputted in excel and MAXQDA. The responses from the open-

ended questions were entered into MAXQDA as datasets: (1) Data Set 1(MPs) (2) Data Set 2 

(citizens ages 50 – 68) (3) Data Set 3 (citizens ages 29 – 39) and (4) 1 Chief.  The fixed 

responses (26 questions) based on the seven characteristics of indigenous governance using the 
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Likert scale were charted as histograms in excel. The data entered into MAXQDA was coded 

and themes were developed to answer the questions being investigated.  The process of coding 

involved applying labels to strips of data that illustrated ideas and concepts and refining 

categories (Babbie and Benaquisto, 2002, p. 393). Once coding was complete, themes were then 

developed based on the codes from each dataset. This process allowed for the comparison 

between each dataset in the identification of commonality and differences (Harding, 2013, p. 

104). 

In concluding this chapter, I reiterate that this research project used a mixed methods 

approach involving a semi-structured survey via face-to-face interviews, and this allowed for 

complementary analysis where the combination of fixed responses and explanations could be 

solicited from respondents (Knight, 2008, p. 117; Kuada, 2012, p. 104). The fixed responses 

from the survey led to the quantitative analysis whereas the open-ended questions led to the 

qualitative analysis.  Participants were recruited using the convenience sampling and the 

snowball approach. The next chapter will discuss the interpretation of the results from this 

exploratory research project. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Analyses and Findings 

This chapter covers analyses of data received with respect to the 3 datasets and one 

respondent: (1) Members of Parliament (2) Citizens between ages 50-68 (3) Citizens between 

ages 29- 39 (4) 1 Chief. Table 2 lists the respondents in each data set as well the total sample size 

for each data set.  

Table 2: Respondents in each Data Set. 

Data Set 1: N=7 Data Set 2: N=28 Data Set 3: N=15 

These are MPs from both the 

ruling party and opposition 

party 

This group includes 

respondents between the 

ages of 50 – 68.  

This group includes 

respondents between the ages 

of 29 – 39.  

Having established the composition of each data set, a comparative analysis was undertaken 

based on the indigenous governance characteristics discussed in Chapter 2.  
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1. Citizens are the building blocks of government 

Participants were asked a number of questions to ascertain the role of citizens in 

governance, and how that relates to various public servants, such as members of parliament.  

Figure 1 shows the breakdown of responses given by each data set.  

Figure 1: Citizens are the building blocks of government in Ghana  

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=27)  Data Set 3 (N=15) 

 

The above figure shows that large majorities of respondents represented by the data sets 

believe that in the current political dispensation citizens are the building blocks of government. 

The survey went further to look into the relationship between citizens and Members of 

Parliament by asking respondents whether they are represented adequately by their MPs.   
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Figure 2 shows a divergent phenomenon between citizens and Members of Parliament; 

63% of respondents from Data Set 2 and 60% of respondents from Data Set 3 either disagree or 

strongly disagree with the notion that members of parliament adequately serve their constituents. 

Conversely 71% of MPs interviewed either agree or strongly agree that Members of Parliament 

represent their constituents adequately. 

Figure 2: MPs represent citizens adequately 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=27)  Data Set 3 (N=15) 

 

 

The differing opinion can be explained by this statement made by one respondent from Data Set 

3 who stated, “once members of parliament are voted in they seek to serve their individual 

interests and that of the political party they are affiliated with.”  It is in this vein that Ghana’s 

political dispensation can be described as an insulated institution, where political leaders seek 

office to exercise power to control the resources of the state, thereby not necessarily listening, 

interacting and engaging with citizens. This idea of an insulated institution is further confirmed 

by another response from a respondent from Data Set 2 who said “most of them (MPs) do not 
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have a strategy of communicating or interacting with their constituents except during elections 

when they organize rallies.”  In terms of communication and interaction with MPs, participants 

raised concerns about a lack of engagement and representation.  One participant from Data Set 2 

explained, “not all of them (MPs) serve the interest of their constituents, the views of their 

constituents are not sought.” Similarly another respondent from Data Set 3 stated “as per the way 

parliament operates citizens do not feel as if they are part of it.”  These frustrations with 

Members of Parliament are congruent with a 2012 public opinion survey report written by the 

Institute of Economic Affairs. This was a nationwide survey to get an understanding of the 

public perception of Members of Parliament. The report found that of the 2,346 individuals aged 

16 years and above who were covered by the survey, the largest proportion (34%) rated the 

performance of their MP as average (p. 17).   

To conclude, Dr. Kwame Addo Kufour, a former politician, in his book “The Gold Coast 

Boy” describes Ghana’s political scene in the Daily Graphic on March 23rd, 2016 (a national 

daily newspaper) as follows: 

The winner takes all aspect of the constitution engenders anxiety and resentment in the 

citizens or ethnic groups on the losing side. One must bear in mind that in a developing 

country like Ghana, opportunities for positive advancement, either as an individual or as 

a community, are limited outside the realm of the state. Since victory in national elections 

gives complete control of the State resources to the victorious party, those on the losing 

side forfeit the possibility of acquiring influential positions in society, business contracts, 

employment avenues and in the case of talented youth, even scholarships for post 
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graduate and advanced professional studies. These are some of the factors that make 

“opposition hell.” (Kufour, 2016) 

Dr. Kwame Addo-Kufour gives one a glimpse into why citizens in data set 2 and 3, and past 

politicians described the political relationship between MPs and citizens with words such as 

personal gain before country, lack of representation, lack of engagement, political partisanship 

and conflict of interest.  These descriptions are the basis for the development of the theme, 

Insular Institution, where the victor wins claim to state resources and does what s/he wants 

without input from opposition parties, and most importantly its citizens. The chief interviewed 

echoed the fact that Members of Parliament are interested in partisan politics more than the 

interests of citizens. Ekeh (1975) argues that the legacy of colonization has created in post-

colonial Africa the existence of two publics namely the primordial public and the civic public (p. 

92). The primordial public is characterized by Indigenous practice that links a person’s being to 

their culture, which translates to behavior in the private and public realm. This connection allows 

individuals to consider moral implications in the private and public arena that is tied to the 

communal society discussed in Chapter 2 (p. 92). On the other hand the civic public is amoral 

and lacks the generalized moral imperatives operative in the private realm and in the primordial 

public (Ekeh, 1975, p. 92). Ekeh (1975) goes on to characterize the civic public as a space where 

the educated African is holding onto the colonial structures left behind by colonizers to 

legitimize the formation of the state (p. 103). 
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In summary large proportions of all respondents believe citizens are the building blocks 

of government in Ghana, but most non-MPs believe MPs do a poor job in engagement, 

representation and are rather more interested in personal gain than interests of the citizens.  The 

finding with respect to the performance of MPs aligns with the description of the political 

dispensation as an Insular Institution. 
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2. Influence on government 

Participants were asked if citizens should be consulted on economic, developmental and 

international issues before they are promulgated by parliament. Most respondents, from all the 

categories, agreed that citizens should be consulted to a certain degree on economic and 

developmental issues. Figure 3 shows the proportions of respondents who subscribe to this view. 

For data set 1 (71%), data set 2 (74%) and data set 3 (93%) either agree or strongly agree that 

citizens should be consulted and involved in decisions regarding these specific national issues. 

One respondent from data set 2 asserted, “Citizens should know how these decisions affect them 

directly or indirectly.”  Another respondent from data set 2 wrote “all citizens should understand 

the pros and cons before MPs make a decision.” Finally, a respondent from data set 3 noted, 

“citizens should have their views and concerns addressed.” 

Figure 3: Economic and developmental decisions discussed with citizens before 

promulgation at Parliament 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=27)  Data Set 3 (N=15) 
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Asmah (2016) raised the issue of citizen engagement in his “Civic Realities” column in the Daily 

Graphic (a national daily newspaper).  He argued that there is limited, or no interaction, between 

citizens and their elected leaders, that is, members of parliament and assemblypersons after 

elections. Secondly, politicians dictate policy issues, the pace of national affairs and ultimately 

fashion the destiny of the citizenry, and the only way they can be held accountable is if there is 

active citizen participation in the democratic space (Asmah, 2016).  

Around the issue of civic engagement ideas about participation, inclusive engagement, 

citizen’s views (concerns), access to information, transparency, accountability and free press 

were mentioned. These concepts were couched under the theme of Open (Local) Governance.  It 

is quite evident that the current political dispensation is lacking in terms of providing a way for 

citizens to participate in the formation of national governing policies. Based on the desire from 

the majority of the respondents to be included in the decision-making it remains to be seen who 

actually implements it in the current political dispensation. On the other hand the chief who 

participated in this study mentioned that since traditional rulers live among the citizens they are 

bound by their oath to listen to, and ensure the needs of their citizens are met. 

On the issue of international relations being discussed with citizens before promulgation 

at parliament there were divergent views from all data sets as seen in figure 4. For the 

respondents represented by data set 1 there was an equal proportion of 42% who either agree or 
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strongly agree it would be a good idea to have citizens give input on decisions regarding 

international relations and 42% are neutral. In data set 2, 44% of respondents either agree or 

strongly agree it is a good idea for citizens to give input on international decisions and 33% 

disagree. In data set 3 33% of respondents either agree or strongly agree with citizens giving 

input in decisions around international relations whereas 26% either disagree or strongly disagree 

and 40% are neutral. These numbers suggest unfamiliarity with dealing with international 

relations and/or uncertainty as to whether citizens’ input in this area is warranted. 

Figure 4: Decisions regarding international relations should be discussed with citizens 

before promulgation 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=27)  Data Set 3 (N=15) 

 

One respondent from data set 2 stated “since decisions regarding international relations affect 

citizens, government should be accountable to the people by informing them about the 

implications.”  Another respondent from data set 2 stated, “it is not important for citizens to be 

involved in decisions about international relations, these should be left to government officials.” 
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The data from all data sets support the idea of citizens being able to influence decisions 

made by government especially when it deals with economic development and social issues. On 

the other hand it appears respondents are fairly resistant to dealing with decisions related to 

international issues. One plausible reason could be the indirect impact it might have on citizens. 

Secondly the majority of governments in the world do not practice the idea of citizens giving 

input into decisions about international relations. 

3. Checks and balances 

Using a likert scale from 1 to 5, participants were asked how well each arm of 

government was accountable. Figure 5 shows the responses with respect to the accountability of 

the members of parliament.    

Figure 5: There are enough checks and balances to hold MPs accountable 

Data Set 1 (N=6)  Data Set 2 (N=27)  Data Set 3 (N=15) 
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Fifty-five percent of respondents in data set 2 either disagree or strongly disagree with the notion 

that there are enough checks and balances to keep MPs accountable. In data set 3, 40% of 

respondents disagreed where as 27% strongly disagreed. When MPs in data set 1 responded they, 

on the other hand, believed that there were enough checks and balances to address 

accountability. In light of this divergent view it might be worthwhile to investigate what checks 

and balances are in place to hold MPs accountable to citizens and how it is carried out. That 

inquiry was beyond the scope of this research project.  However, the question by whom and how 

checks and balances are enforced on Members of Parliament is currently being addressed in the 

media.  In the Daily Guide (a national daily newspaper), dated April 19, 2016, the campaign 

manager of the main opposition New Patriotic Party (NPP) expressed unhappiness about the 

performance of MPs on the job. The campaign manager was quoted as saying “some of them 

(MPs) are literally sleeping on the job and must up their game or risk being sanctioned.” The 

article goes on further to state that “the decision became necessary after receiving several calls 

and complaints from people on the ground that some of the party’s parliamentary candidates did 

not visit their respective constituencies, let alone go there to campaign” (Takyi-Boadu, 2016). In 

another newspaper article the Speaker of Parliament tasked all MPs to be punctual and present at 

the second meeting of the fourth session of the Sixth Parliament to be able to deal with all 

scheduled businesses (Fosu, 2016). These two newspaper articles might explain why citizens 
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believe there are not enough checks and balances to hold MPs accountable. If MPs are sleeping 

on the job; not visiting their constituencies, not participating in debates, not informing citizens 

about bills and policies, then who will ensure they perform their duties? The chief raised these 

questions as well and he pointed out the fact that with respect to MPs citizens have no way to 

hold them accountable. 

  Respondents were also asked if there were enough checks and balances to hold the 

executive branch of government accountable. Figure 6 shows the results from the three groups of 

respondents. Seventy one percent of respondents in data set 1 either agree or strongly agree there 

are enough checks and balances to hold the executive accountable. On the other hand 48% of 

respondents in data set 2 do not believe there are enough checks and balances. An additional 7% 

hold a strong sentiment that the executive is hardly accountable. In data set 3, 47% of 

respondents either disagree or strongly disagree with the notion that there are enough checks and 

balances to hold the executive accountable.  

Figure 6: There are enough checks and balances to hold the executive accountable. 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=27)  Data Set 3 (N=15) 
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Once again the citizens hold an opposite view from the Members of Parliament.  According to a 

report by the Daily Guide (a national daily newspaper) of May 18th, 2016, Dr Emmanuel 

Akwetey of the Institute for Democratic Governance (IDEG) has stated that the current political 

system excludes people from participating in governance and described it as “institutionalized 

exclusion”. He described this as a system where political leaders elicit support of citizens during 

elections and once they win power, only the Executive and Legislature are responsible for 

governance (Smith-Asante, 2016). Based on his assertion one can see why respondents from data 

sets 2 and 3 hold the view that members of the Legislature and the Executive are not 

accountable.  

Finally, respondents were asked if there were enough checks and balances to hold the 

judiciary accountable. Figure 7 shows the results.  In combining the responses given as agree or 

strongly agree, seventy one percent of respondents in data set 1, 53% of respondents in data set 2 

and 47% of respondents in data set 3 believe there are enough checks and balances to hold the 

judiciary accountable.   
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Figure 7: There are checks and balances to hold the judiciary accountable 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=28)  Data Set 3 (N=15) 

 

The judiciary seems to be the only arm of government about which  most of respondents agree 

has enough checks and balances to assure accountability. This may be due to the non-

partisanship nature of the judiciary. This is seen in the 1992 Constitution, article 125. 3 that 

states the judicial power of Ghana shall be vested in the Judiciary, accordingly, neither the 

President nor Parliament nor any organ or agency of the President or Parliament shall have or be 

given final judicial power (Constitution of the Republic of Ghana, 1992, p. 91). In the current 

political system termed “winner-takes-all” the Executive and the Legislature depend solely on 

each other. The Executive depends on the Legislature to push through major government 

decisions and Members of Parliament from the ruling party depend on the Executive to fill out 

Ministerial positions, cabinet positions as well as seats on the Council of State. This is why the 

Legislature and Executive can be described as Insular Institutions which seek to win state power 

at the expense of citizens.  
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4. Decentralization 

As part of the study, participants were asked about decentralization, specifically relating 

to political decentralization. Crawford (2004) cites Manor’s definition of political 

decentralization as the transfer of powers and resources to sub-national authorities, which are (a) 

largely or wholly independent of the central government and (b) democratically elected (p. 4).  In 

Ghana, the decentralization process starts with District Assemblies. Article 241.3 of the 1992 

constitution states the District Assembly shall be the highest political authority in the district, and 

shall have deliberative, legislative and executive powers (p. 151). Participants were asked if the 

district assemblies provided sufficient space for civic engagement. The results in Figure 8 show 

that 57% of respondents in data set 1 either disagree or strongly disagree with the notion of 

district assemblies providing sufficient space for civic engagement. This was comparable to the 

percentage in data set 2 (50%). In data set 3, 35% of respondents either disagree or strongly 

disagree with the notion that district assemblies provide a space for civic engagement, but 50% 

were undecided.  
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Figure 8: District assemblies provide sufficient space for civic engagement 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=26)  Data Set 3 (N=14) 

 

The difference in opinion between data set 2 and 3 may be due to experience in historical 

governing by age. Respondents in data set 2 might have experienced the initial formulation of 

district assemblies during the PNDC government from 1981- 1991 whereas the respondents in 

data set 3 might not have been exposed to the functioning of district assemblies.  

Another aspect of political decentralization was with respect to MPs serving as Ministers 

of state. Participants were asked if MPs should serve as Ministers of State. The results are 

presented in figure 9.  

Figure 9: MPs should serve as Ministers of Sate 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=26)  Data Set 3 (N=14) 

 



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 
 

 

58

Participant responses given in the form of disagree and strongly disagree amounted to (62%) in 

data set 2 and (57%) in data set 3. This means majority of the respondents in the 2 data sets hold 

the view that MPs should not serve as ministers of state. One respondent from data 2 stated if 

MPs serve as Ministers of Sate “it blurs the principle of division of powers and makes parliament 

subservient to executive powers.”  Another respondent from data 3 offered the opinion that “why 

should one person carry two roles, this will definitely lead to ignoring one role and there will be 

conflict of interest.” Forty two percent of respondents in data set 1 either disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with the view that MPs should serve as Ministers of state. One reason given by a 

respondent from the data set 1 is that if an MP serves as a Minister of state the oversight function 

as a Member of Parliament will be limited, no specific supervisory role can be imposed on MPs 

doubling as Ministers and currently there are no effective check and balances. 

For the respondents who either agreed or strongly agreed with the view of MPs serving as 

Ministers of State data-- set 1 (42%), data set 2 (34%) and data set 3 (28%)- some of the 

explanations given were as follows. Some held the view that if MPs have the requisite skills and 

knowledge they should be able to serve as Ministers. Others claimed the current system of 

government allows this arrangement, plus this is practiced in other Western countries. 

The majority of the respondents in data sets 2 and 3 are opposed to MPs serving as 

Ministers of state for fear of undermining the MPs’ role in criticizing the executive and also 
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limiting the effectiveness of performing their role as MPs. Alternatively respondents in data sets 

2 and 3 think the current model of governance which is a hybrid of the presidential US system 

and the Westminster model empowers the president to appoint MPs as Ministers of State, as 

stipulated in the 1992 constitution.   

5. Freedom of expression 

In this section results of participants’ perspectives on freedom of speech as it relates to 

citizens expressing their views in public, criticizing the president and executive, parliament and 

the judiciary are presented and discussed.  

Figure 10 deals with the issue of citizens expressing their view in public. 

Figure 10: Freedom of Expression is upheld in the current political system 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=27)  Data Set 3 (N=14) 

 

By combining both agree and strongly agree responses, the majority of respondents from all 

three data sets (85% in data set 1, 51% in data set 2 and 78% in data set 3) believe that citizens 

are free to express their views in public. This was further probed by asking participants about 
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their ability to criticize different arms of government. With respect to the criticizing the 

executive, the majority of the respondents from all three data sets held the view that citizens 

could openly criticize the executive. Again in combining responses given as agree or strongly 

agree figure 11 shows that in data set 1 85% of respondents hold the view that citizens can 

criticize the executive arm of government. This was comparable to the rates from data set 2 

(74%) and data set 3 (85%). As one respondent from data set 2 explained the constitution 

guarantees the right to freedom of expression and the judiciary have done a great job of 

upholding this right. Another respondent from data set 2 stated “presidents have been taken to 

courts, newspapers, demonstrations are all forms of criticism which are allowed.”  

Figure 11: Current political system provides ample space for criticizing the Executive 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=27)  Data Set 3 (N=14) 
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Based on the data reported above, it seems Article 21 of the 1992 Constitution, which, 

guarantees freedom of speech and expression, freedom of the press and other media forms is 

taken seriously by citizens and Members of Parliament (p. 24). 

With respect to the citizenry criticizing MPs it is noted that 100% of respondents in data 

set 1, 53% of data set 2 and 50% of data set 3 either agree or strongly agreed with the view that 

the citizenry are able to criticize the legislature (see Fig 12 below).  

Figure 12: The current political system provides ample space for criticizing the 

Legislature 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=28)  Data Set 3 (N=14) 

 

Although the percentages are high, respondents mentioned that while citizens can openly 

criticize the legislature, there are times when citizens and groups are brought before the 

Privileges Committee of Parliament for questioning. One respondent from data set 2 stated 

“Even though avenues exist to criticize parliament, MPs tend to often intimidate the citizenry 

who criticize them with their privilege provision.” 



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 
 

 

62

Figure 13 deals with the criticism of the judiciary.  It shows that 71% of respondents in 

data set 1, 64% of data set 2 and 38% of data set 3 either agree or strongly agree that citizens can 

criticize the judiciary. Again respondents mentioned that the main avenue for criticizing the 

judiciary was through the media.  

Figure 13: The current political system provides ample space for criticizing the Judiciary. 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=28)  Data Set 3 (N=13) 

 

One respondent from data set 2 cited the work of an investigative journalist called Anas 

Aremeyaw who exposed corrupt high court judges. However one respondent from data set 3 

stated “when constructive criticism is made the term “contempt” is used to ward off persons 

from really expressing their heartfelt grievance.” The talk of contempt could be the driving force 

as to why there are a low percentage of respondents in data set 3 that believe citizens can 

criticize the judiciary constructively. A respondent in data set 2 explains that citizens sometimes 

refuse to criticize the judiciary for fear of being charged with contempt. Thus, the term 

“contempt” seems to be reason why citizens might be hesitant in criticizing the judiciary. 



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 

 

63

To conclude, it seems the respondents are very knowledgeable about the avenues 

(newspaper, radio, demonstrations, rallies, civil societies etc) used to express discontent with 

different arms of government. However, these arms of government can still engage in abuse of 

power to intimidate citizens that oppose their views.  

6. Decision-making by consensus 

In this section respondents’ perspectives about citizens’ participation in parliamentary 

proceedings is discussed. In addition, respondents’ views on whether or not decisions made by 

parliament should be based on majority vote or on consensus are discussed.  

Regarding the latter, Figure 14 shows that 85% of respondents represented by data set 1, 74% of 

data set 2 and 50% of data set 3 either agree or strongly agree that proceedings of parliament 

should be made public for all citizens to attend.  

Figure 14: Proceedings of parliament should be made public for all citizens to attend 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=27)  Data Set 3 (N=14) 
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Under the current political dispensation citizens are allowed to view proceedings from the public 

gallery at parliament but they cannot be involved in debates. While the space in the public 

gallery is limited, one respondent from data set 1 suggested an idea such as having proceedings 

of parliament at other districts in the country to allow for access to the political system. A 

number of participants made the case that citizens need to know how the legislature works and 

how members of parliament come to decisions; a participant from data set 2 stated, “proceedings 

should be broadcast for citizens to see and the public should be able to attend.” It is noted that an 

access to information bill is currently being discussed in the legislature. In the Daily Graphic (a 

national daily newspaper), dated May 19, 2016, the parliamentary section read “Parliament 

debates Right to Information Bill”. The article talks about the 1992 constitution guaranteeing the 

right to information, yet parliamentarians have not passed a right-to-information bill and are 

debating who should have access to information, if citizens should pay a fee to access 

information and under what valid reasons would citizens need to access information from 

different arms of government (Vinorkor, 2016).   

Another issue is whether or not decisions made by parliament should be based on 

majority vote or on consensus. In combining responses given as agree and strongly agree Figure 

15 shows that in data set 2 (48%) and data set 3 (64%) of respondents hold the view that 

parliament should make decisions based on consensus rather than majority votes. 
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Figure 15: Decisions made by the legislature should be made through consensus rather 

than majority. 

Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=27)  Data Set 3 (N=14) 

 

On the other hand 71% of respondents in data set 1 think decisions at parliament should be based 

on majority vote. One respondent from the data set 1 remarked, “Democracy is not run by 

consensus but by majority.” The opponents of a consensus approach to decision-making, 

including one respondent from data set 2, queried as follows: “where in the democratic world is 

this practiced?” In addition one respondent from data set 2 stated “the multi-party system 

governance system we practice does not easily lend itself to consensus building.” A majority of 

participants believe that Ghana’s political dispensation is highly divisive, and the partisan nature 

of politics excludes all other Ghanaians who are not part of the ruling party from national 

governance and decision-making in a manner that polarizes the nation and dissipates the much 

needed talents and brains for national development (Gyampo, 2015, p.3). Gyampo’s description 
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is a view held by one respondent from data set 3 who stated “if consensus building is introduced 

it will help curb the majority vote wins, decisions will be issue centered and not based on party 

politics.” Another participant from the data set 2 claimed the idea of consensus building would 

bring about “transparency and justice.” 

Ayittey (1999) and Wiredu (1997) have clearly stated that the idea of consensus building 

was, and is, the main feature of indigenous governance, yet respondents that participated in this 

study opted for consensus as a panacea of adversarial politics in the context of the Western, 

multi-party, liberal democratic governing system. A respondent from data set 2 claimed, “if 

consensus building is introduced it will help curb the majority vote wins, decisions will be issue 

centered and not based on party politics.” This leads to the question, if our current political 

system, which is the imitation of the Western, multi-party, liberal democratic governing system  

is not a functioning democracy why don’t we change it? 

A large proportion of respondents seem to want to adopt consensus decision making at 

the legislature, as was practiced by empires, kingdoms and stateless societies during pre-colonial 

times. Thus, it might be worthwhile to see how Ghanaians could modernize traditional 

indigenous governing practices such as consensus decision making to address issues of 

development and progress (Nketsia 2013; Chinweizu 1975).  
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7. Participatory democracy 

For the last section participants were asked about citizen’s role in governance, and if 

changes should be made to the current political system in order to address gaps in citizens’ 

participation in the political process. Figure 16 shows that in data set 1 (85%), data set 2 (88%) 

and data 3 (77%) of respondents feel there is a need to improve the current political system to 

address gaps in citizens’ direct involvement in the political process. The above rates were the 

tally of responses given as agree and strongly agree. If one is to go by a crude definition of 

democracy as “government for the people by the people,” it seems respondents in data set 2 and 

3 are a barometer test for democracy in Ghana and currently they feel democracy is not being 

achieved past competitive elections.  

Figure 16: There is a need to improve the current political system to increase citizen’s 

participation in the political process. 

              Data Set 1 (N=7)  Data Set 2 (N=26)  Data Set 3 (N=13)  
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This is evident from section 2 (Figure 3) where (74% of respondents in data set 2) and (93% of 

respondents in data set 3) want to be included in the decision making in terms of economic 

development and issues that are tied to Ghana’s international relations. The current failure to 

include citizens in national planning according to Kwakye (2013) is due to a lack of leadership. 

He addresses the issue of leadership in his article “The price of leadership failings in Ghana: 

Part 1”- he argues that political leaders have failed in tackling economic and social problems 

such as sanitation, power interruptions, poor health care and poor public services facing the 

country (p. 1). In dealing with such issues a respondent from data set 2 posited that the only way 

the country can achieve development is through participatory politics that involves the 

grassroots. Another respondent from data set 2 claimed parliament needs to be criticized and 

held accountable in order to aid in the development of the country and this can be done by 

engaging citizens in the decision-making process as it relates to economic development. Another 

respondent in data set 3 stated that democracy can be made strong and valid by the inclusion of 

citizens in the governing process.  

It is worthwhile to note that when different groups of people talk about democracy they 

relate it to different features. When respondents represented by data sets 2 and 3 talk about 

democracy they relate it to how citizens’ concerns are not being addressed in the current political 

governing system. The MPs, on the other hand, talk about democracy as it relates to upholding 



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 

 

69

the adoption of the western multi-party democratic system that they are part off, which they 

believe works. A former politician Addo-Kuffuor (2016) cited in the Daily Graphic on March 

23rd, 2016 (a national newspaper) described the current political system in these words: 

It appears that in our current politics, the loyalty and the deep emotional sentiments of 

citizens, normally given to the nation state in more progressive societies, have been 

transferred to the political parties. The political parties provide a feeling of identity, and, 

when in power, source of influence, livelihood and avenue for material wellbeing for 

their members. Lately, it has been fashionable for party members, after elections victory 

to literally regard the State as the slain elephant in the bush near a village. The members 

take their machetes and knives to slice their favorite portions of the animal. 

The above description aligns with the sentiments offered by the respondents from data set 2 and 

3 which describe the current political system as an entity with centralized power, where 

government officials are pursuing personal gain, where MPs do not engage citizens outside the 

period of elections, and where issues of the country are always politicized based on party lines. 

These are the descriptors of an Insulated Institution where communication is one way and it 

comes from the government officials. Respondents from data set 2 and 3 offer ways to break 

down this Insulated Institution by putting citizens’ concerns first. One respondent from data set 3 

asserted, “people in communities know exactly what they need and that’s why their concerns 

should be heard.” Another respondent in data set 3 explained, “as per the way the parliament 

operates the citizens do not feel as if they are part of it.” The preceding suggests that respondents 

are asking for a political system that allows citizens access to information and participation in 
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national governing policies related to economic development and social issues. The stress on 

participation is what respondents view as a democratic way of governance; one respondent from 

data set 2 said, “participation will bring development and avoid party animosity, it will also bring 

about societal development.” These are the descriptors for an Open (Local) Government, which 

invariably will enhance participatory democracy. On the issue of participatory democracy the 

chief maintains that the citizens still depend on the chief to address pertinent issues in the 

community. The legislature, executive and judiciary are at arms length from their reality, thus the 

chief is heavily depended upon to exercise his duty. He goes on to say this mode of thinking is 

seen predominantly in the rural areas of Ghana. 
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Concluding Findings and Discussion 

In this section I review all the responses from participants against the background of the 

primary questions posed by this study: (1) to what extent is Ghana’s current political 

dispensation reflective of indigenous or traditional governance practices or what Williams (1987) 

describes as the “African constitution”?  (2) Will a prevalent or widespread practice of 

indigenous/traditional governance practices or principles correlate with economic empowerment 

and improved economic conditions for citizens?  

In relation to the first question, Ghana’s current political dispensation exhibits some level 

of indigenous governance practices such as the acceptance by study participants that citizens are 

the building blocks of governance.  There also appear to be some elements of checks and 

balances, decentralization and freedom of expression. While present on the surface, these 

features operate through the western multi-party democratic governing system. The other 

characteristics not present in the current political dispensation include citizens’ direct influence 

on government, decision-making by consensus and effective participatory democracy. By 

adopting the western multi-party democratic governing system Damptey (2016) and Manyozo 

(2012) posit the notion of cultural imperialism via international development and international 

communication, where western values are imposed on countries such as Ghana through cultural 

hegemony. Chinweizu (1975) argues this hegemony has a historical basis, since these current 
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political structures have roots in the colonial exploitational machinery (p. 234). It is these roots 

in the colonial exploitational machinery that have created a phobia for political innovation and so 

blocked the requisite intellectual effort (Chinweizu, 1975, p. 235). Traditional chief and scholar 

Nketsia (2013) goes further to state that African educated elites are to blame for succumbing to 

intellectual and cultural enslavement which inhibits any meaningful attempt to adopt or adapt our 

indigenous heritage (p. xii). This is why Ekeh (1975) describes the African political elites as 

amoral due to the fact that there is a great deal of emphasis on economic materialism. This leads 

to African educated elites being interested in gaining from the civic public/service and there is no 

moral urge to give back, thus duties are de-emphasized while rights are squeezed out of the civic 

public with the amorality of an artful dodger (p. 107). 

The idea of blaming African elites for succumbing to intellectual and cultural 

enslavement is explored by Freire (2014) in his book “Pedagogy of Oppressed”, where he 

explains liberation by the oppressed should not be about replacing the oppressor and 

implementing his/her structures, instead it should be about a revolutionary transformation of 

reality. This is exactly what Ghana has done; it has implemented a political system that has roots 

in colonial exploitation, thus our leaders have replaced the oppressor by internalizing the image 

of the oppressors within themselves.  
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The question then becomes how does one achieve a revolutionary transformation of 

reality? Many scholars have argued the only way African countries can have a prosperous future 

is to develop a political system based on their indigenous practices that serves its citizens (Addo-

Kufour, 2016; Asumah & Nagel, 2015; Chinweizu, 1975; Nketsia, 2013).  

The responses from participants show that while they may not explicitly vouch for and 

embrace indigenous governance, the majority of them prefer a political system with 

characteristics such as citizens’ influence on government, consensus decision-making and 

participatory politics. In this regard participants believe that these characteristics will be 

important for holding the government accountable and engaging in citizen-centered 

development.  

A large proportion of participants from data set 3 appear to gravitate towards the 

characteristic of consensus decision-making in an attempt to address adversarial politics in a 

country that has adopted the practice of the Western, multi-party, liberal democratic governing 

system. On the other hand less than 50% of participants from data set 2 either strongly agree or 

agree about using consensus decision-making in the political process. It is worthwhile noting that 

the characteristic (consensus decision-making) that is indigenous to Africa is the characteristic 

on which all three data sets provide different opinions. The data set of MPs refuse the notion of 

consensus decision-making to uphold the status quo of adopting the Western, multi-party, liberal 
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democratic governing system. These divergent opinions could be explained by what Nketsia 

(2013) calls the “mis-cultured” African, many Africans learning the ideas and principles of 

Western/liberal democracy (p.449). This African with Western/liberal ideas, is described in the 

earlier chapter by Fanon (1952) as a person of a “Black skin, with white masks” (p.3). It is this 

struggle between learning Western ideas and principles juxtaposed to a longing for an indigenous 

heritage that explains life culturally, socially and politically that brings about these divergent 

views. This could possibly be called an African identity crisis that affects all the respondents in 

the data sets regardless of age when dealing with consensus decision-making. 

It is noticeable that respondents from data set 3 are more open to redefining the political 

system as it relates to the characteristics that are not currently being practiced. Alternatively 

respondents from data set 2 are more concerned with the effectiveness of the current system. 

Meanwhile the MPs in data set 1 while having the power to enact any foreseeable change via the 

legislature are more concerned with keeping the system as is, insulated from citizenry.  

While respondents from data set 2 and 3 opt for effectiveness of government, Ekeh 

(1975) argues to achieve effective governance the primordial public needs to be explicit in the 

political realm (p. 111). If this is not done African political elites will adhere to the unwritten law 

of dialectics, thus rob the civic public to strengthen the primordial public (Ekeh, 1975, p. 108). 
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Until the moral aspects of the primordial public infiltrate the civic public effective governance 

that allows for economic empowerment and improved economic conditions for citizenry.  

To conclude, while the respondents from all data sets are not representative of the wider 

Ghanaian population, this exploratory research project indicates that Ghana’s current political 

dispensation lacks real resemblance to indigenous governance, specifically as it relates to 

citizens’ influence on government, decentralization, decision making by consensus, and 

participatory democracy. Now, this statement must be taken with a grain of salt, based on the 

idea that governance should be contextual and that while characteristics such as building blocks 

of government, checks and balances and freedom of expression are universal they make no sense 

without adequate contextual reference (Antwi-Danso, 2015, p. 19). The current political 

dispensation is what Tiky (2014) describes as a capitalist democracy fueled by inequality of 

access to the centers of state power and it concentrates on the exclusion of the less fortunate 

members in the policy process (p. 90). According to Brown (1997) African countries such as 

Ghana were pressured by the IMF and World Bank during the 1980s and 1990s to liberalize 

foreign trade in order to reduce imports and increase exports. Once African countries agreed to 

such terms this ushered the transition from military rule to the Western Liberal governing system 

(p. 69). Thus, the question then becomes as Tiky (2014) asked, how does Africa build a modern 

democratic political system that reconciles volition and communal determinism (p. 99)? The 
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answer seems to lie in what Gyekye (2015) calls critical sankofaism; this is when one approaches 

their traditional past with critical eyes to select those elements that could be adopted for one’s 

present life and could also be helpful to building a better life in future (Lamptey, 2015). This 

idea of a cultural revolution that is indigenous to Ghana, and is the basis for building a new 

political system, is the solution to the problem of bad governance, a lack of consolidating 

democracy, and underdevelopment (Addo-Kuffor, 2016; Antwi-Danso, 2015; Ayittey, 1999; 

Gordon, 2015; Mazrui 2002; Nketsia, 2013).  
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CHAPTER 5 

LIMITATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Before making recommendations and drawing conclusions on the basis of the findings 

from this study and the review of the literature, it is important to outline the limitations of this 

study.  The limitations provide a useful context for discussing final recommendations and 

conclusions. 

Limitations 

As an exploratory research project the number of participants in this study did not 

constitute a representative sample of the targeted population, but were rather made up of people 

interested in the topic of indigenous governance in Ghana’s political dispensation. There were 

three issues, which came up during the fieldwork, which affected the representativeness of the 

participants, and also limited the scope of the study.  These issues and resulting limitations, 

however, do not necessarily change the recommendations proposed from this study.  

• Regional representation lacking in two of the data sets. 

All the study participants reside in the Greater Accra region. As the investigator I 

traveled to Ghana in February and carried out my fieldwork from February 24th till 31st May 

2016. Ethics clearance for my data collection was not received from Royal Roads University 
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REB until 12th April 2016. There was, therefore, not enough time to enlist citizens from the other 

nine administrative regions for the study. Future expansive studies will indicate the extent to 

which responses from other regions are similar or different from the responses reported in this 

study.  

• Sample size of Members of Parliament (MP) group. 

The research proposal anticipated a sample size of 80 from the MP group. Unfortunately 

efforts at recruiting MPs to participate in the study were less successful with very few being 

willing and/or able to participate. The process of recruiting MPs is discussed in Chapter 3. The 

MPs who participated came from different administrative regions although they all resided in 

Accra, the national capital.  Based on the current experience it may be more fruitful for future 

researchers to contact members of parliament through their respective political parties as 

opposed to through parliament as was done with this study. 

• Sample size of chiefs and representation 

The research proposal anticipated a sample size of 6. Unfortunately, due to time 

constraints contact with, and recruitment through the National House of Chiefs, which typically 

involves lengthy bureaucratic protocols were not feasible.  

The alternative arrangement made by recruiting chiefs through the Ministry of 

Chieftaincy and Traditional Affairs was unfruitful.  Bailey (1996) warns small-scale researchers 



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 

 

79

such as myself to be mindful of the time that needs to be put in to gaining entry from gatekeepers 

(p. 50).  I believe the 3-month period dedicated to fieldwork was not enough time to be able to 

recruit chiefs for the study, given the bureaucratic hurdles which were identified during the 

study.  

In summary, future research focusing on indigenous governance should be mindful of 

how much time will be needed to access participants, especially chiefs, members of the 

legislature, and other governance stakeholders.   
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Recommendations and conclusions 

This chapter focuses on short and long-term recommendations that can be implemented 

by the government of Ghana to ensure participation and inclusiveness from citizens, thus 

allowing them to hold leaders accountable. 

Before the recommendations are discussed it is important to contextualize these 

recommendations from the historical legacies of colonialism and neo-colonialism. If this is not 

done we will fall prey to internalizing the image of the oppressor regardless of our intentions 

(Freire, 2014). It is very important to deliberate as we go through this cultural revolution in order 

to break away from the exploitative machinery of the western multi-party democratic governing 

system. Following Paulo Freire’s (2014) prescription for a dynamic dialogical cultural process, 

these recommendations involve cooperation, unity for liberation, authentic organization and 

cultural synthesis.  

Short-term recommendations 

1. Decentralizing the legislature 

Ocquaye (2013) defines decentralization as a power-sharing mechanism, which produces 

countervailing authority and a liberating sense of local self-governance (p.7). In Ghana the 

decentralization project has been limited to the district assemblies, as provided for by Article 240 

of the constitution (p. 150). The idea of decentralization should be applied to the legislature as 
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well. Based on the lack of representation and engagement between MPs and citizens, I propose 

that in addition to parliamentary sessions in Accra, there should be regional parliamentary 

sessions that are presided over by local chiefs. Prior to these regional parliamentary sessions 

chiefs and MPs could solicit individuals, civil society groups, unions and other political groups 

for agenda items, participation and recruitment. These sessions could take place at stadiums if 

high attendance is anticipated. Another alternative for location could be at conference centers in 

respective regions. The financial costs of implementing these sessions can be split between the 

government and the people. For example, citizens attending these sessions could pay one cedi to 

subsidize the cost. The government could then cover the remaining cost from the consolidated 

fund (main bank account of the government).  

By having a space where citizens get to interact with their members of parliament this 

will bring about transparency and accountability. Such a space could provide an avenue to 

discuss impending laws, bills and regional project developments; citizens can have input on what 

should be done in their respective regions.  

Apart from the interaction between citizens and members of parliament, chiefs will get an 

opportunity to share their ideas and input. As a matter of fact, Ahwoi (2010) suggests that the 

ban on chiefs from taking part in active party politics should be reviewed. This could be a 

starting point for including chiefs in the political process. It is noteworthy that in 2010, under the 
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direction of the late President Atta-Mills, a committee was struck to undertake a constitutional 

review. The committee was tasked to consult with Ghanaians from all walks of life on the 

operation of the 1992 constitution and on any changes that need to be made to the constitution. 

Using a participatory qualitative inquiry methodology the committee received 83, 161 formal 

submissions (Constitutional Review Commission, 2010, p. 2). On the issue of “type of governing 

system” there were submissions received for the adoption of the traditional governing system 

(Constitutional Review Commission, 2010, p. 140). This means there is an appetite from the 

Ghanaian public to adopt indigenous practices in contemporary governance.  

The idea of creating regional parliamentary sessions is the parallel to the village palaver 

where citizens have access to a communal space for dialogue and deliberation. It is in these 

spaces that citizens, chiefs and members of parliament will be able to work on cooperation, have 

access to information, talk through the pros and cons of developmental goals, build trust and 

work on their civic attitudes (Barber, 1984, p.117). Tiky (2014) argues that in a communal 

setting such as Africa, political decentralization is highly dependent on maximizing 

representation and participation of all segments of the population in the management of public 

good (p. 101).  

According to Asumah (2015) more than 60% of Africans reside in rural areas, thus 

political systems should be deliberate in encouraging their engagement in the political structure 
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(p. 425). By adopting regional parliamentary sessions, chiefs along with members of parliament 

will be able to mobilize people and seek their input in governing. Thus, the indigenous 

characteristics of having citizens as building blocks of government, citizens directly influencing 

government, checks and balances, decentralization, freedom of expression and participatory 

democracy will be achieved.  

2. Reducing powers of the executive 

Under the 1992 constitution the President wields enormous amount of power, as 

evidenced by articles 70, 74, 86, 183, 185, 189, 202, 207, 212, 232, 243. The above-mentioned 

articles give the President the powers to appoint individuals to fill the following public positions 

in consultation with the Council of State or with the approval of parliament (p. 60-151). The 

following are some of the public office appointments made by the President:  

a. Ministers of State;  

b. Deputy Ministers of State;  

c. The Commissioner for Human Rights and Administrative Justice and his/her Deputies;  

d. The Chairman, Deputies and other members of the National Commission for Civic Education;  

e. The Chairmen and other members of the Public Services Commission;  

f. The Chairmen and other members of the Lands Commission;  
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g. The Chairmen and other members of the governing bodies of public corporations;  

h. The Chairmen and other members of the National Council for Higher Education described;  

I. The Chairman, Deputy Chairmen, and other members of the Electoral Commission;  

j. The Governor of the Bank of Ghana;  

k. The Government Statistician;  

l. The Auditor-General;  

m. The Chairman and Members of the Audit Board;  

n. The District Assemblies Common Fund Administrator;  

o. The Inspector-General of Police;  

p. The Director-General of the Ghana Prisons Service  

q. The Chief of Defence Staff;  

r. The Service Chiefs and Officers;  

s. Metropolitan, Municipal, and District Chief Executives; and  

t. The Chairman and members of the National Development Planning Commission.  

Looking at this list it makes no sense for one individual to exercise power to the extent where he 

decides who is qualified to run different governing agencies. Before addressing how the power 

of the executive can be reduced, it is worthwhile to note that this mode of governance resembles 
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that of indirect rule that established colonization in modern Ghana and the rest of Africa by 

colonial powers. It is this mode of governance that has led to patrimonialism - where the 

governed looks up to the government as the provider (Antwi-Danso, 2015, p. 14). This mode of 

governance is contrary to indigenous practice that provides for the inclusion of all in governance. 

Tiky (2014) contends that the present Western multi-party liberal democratic system does not fit 

the African context because African states have not gone through an industrial revolution like in 

the West where cleavages were created by the owners of capital and the emerging working class. 

This is how political parties emerged to defend the interest of each group (p. 84). According to 

Ruch & Anyanwu (1981), in traditional Africa such cleavages did not exist, there was no class 

struggle, no bourgeoisie and proletariat, thus the idea of creating political parties came from the 

pressure to democratize at the request of the West (p. 344). Chinweizu (1975) and Nketsia 

(2013) argue that in post-colonial Africa the implementation of a Western Liberal multi-party 

democratic system has created political elites represented by the two major political parties who 

fight at all cost to run the state at the expense of citizens. 

The Constitutional Review Commission report (2010) looked at this issue and 

recommended that the President‘s general power of appointment be maintained, the following 

appointments being subject to Parliamentary approval: (p. 111) 

a. Ministers of State;  
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b. Deputy Ministers of State;  

c. The Commissioner for Human Rights and Administrative Justice and her Deputies;  

d. The Chairman and members of the National Commission for Civic Education;  

e. The Chairman, Deputy Chairmen and other Members of the Electoral Commission;  

f. The Auditor-General;  

g. The District Assemblies Common Fund Administrator;  

h. The Members of the National Development Planning Commission;  

i. The Chairman and members of the Independent Emoluments Commission; and  

j. The Administrator and Deputies of the Independent Constitutional Bodies Fund.  

This recommendation does not address the fact that under these provisions the patronage system 

is still being promoted. When the Ministers of State, Deputy Ministers, and others are appointed 

by the president they technically owe allegiance to the president. This is why the current political 

system is insulated from the needs of citizens in the country. The recommendation by the 

Constitutional Review Commission (2010) falls short of ensuring the President is held 

accountable, and essentially supports the status quo, which continues to exclude the citizens from 

meaningful participation in national governing.  

To address this dysfunctional attribute in the constitution I recommend the creation of a 
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Human Resource Committee made up of the appropriate representatives from the Public Service 

Commission, unions in the specific government agency, head of Civil Service and State 

Enterprise Commission to hire the following:  

a. Ministers of State;  

b. Deputy Ministers of State;  

c. The Commissioner for Human Rights and Administrative Justice and her Deputies;  

d. The Chairman and members of the National Commission for Civic Education;  

e. The Chairman, Deputy Chairmen and other Members of the Electoral Commission;  

f. The Auditor-General;  

g. The District Assemblies Common Fund Administrator;  

h. The Members of the National Development Planning Commission;  

i. The Chairman and members of the Independent Emoluments Commission; and  

j. The Administrator and Deputies of the Independent Constitutional Bodies Fund.  

The rationale for implementing a Human Resource Committee is to adopt administrative 

decentralization or deconcentration. Crawford (2004) defines decentralization as the re-location 

of branches of the central state to local areas, entailing a transfer of powers to locally-based 

officials who remain part of, and upwardly accountable to, central government ministries and 
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agencies (p. 4). The head of the Public Service Commission will be responsible for appointing a 

representative to sit on the Human Resource Committee. The president or executive members of 

the union would represent the union on the Committee.  The head of the civil service will be the 

chair of the committee since all the positions listed above are under his purview. So for example, 

public servants within a ministry and other citizens could apply to be a Minister, Deputy 

Minister, etc. The criteria for applying for the positions above would be: (1) individual should be 

qualified to be elected as a member of parliament and (2) individual should at least have a 

Masters degree and 5 or more years of private/public expertise in the field they are applying for. 

The purpose here is to void the governing system of neo-patrimonial, clientilist and predatory 

politics, where individuals who are appointed to these positions belong to the majority ruling 

party.  

The second recommendation involves the composition of the Council of State. In article 

89 in the 1992 constitution the function of the Council is to counsel the president in performance 

of his functions (Constitution of the Republic of Ghana, 1992, p. 69). The Council consists of: (i) 

one person who has previously held the office of Chief Justice (ii) one person who has 

previously held the office of Chief of Defense Staff of the Armed Forces of Ghana (iii) one 

person who has previously held the office of Inspector- General of Police (iv) the president of the 

National House of Chiefs (v) one representative from each region of Ghana, elected in 
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accordance with regulations made by the Electoral Commission under article 51 and (vi) eleven 

other members appointed by the president (Constitution of the Republic of Ghana, 1992, p.69). 

Once again another institution formed (based on indigenous governance) to create checks and 

balances is packed with cronies of the president and/or party fanatics and the inordinate faithful 

who are bound to be indulgent (Deima-Nyaho, 2015, p. 86). This dysfunctional situation renders 

the Council of State ineffective to challenge and check the president; it becomes a rubber stamp 

institution, thus making it functionally superfluous (Deima-Nyaho, 2015, p. 87).  

I recommend that the composition of the Council of State be changed to comprise: (i) one 

chief per region elected from the National House of Chiefs (ii) one spot for the leader of the 

second place political party after elections (ii) two spots allocated to the leaders of the third and 

fourth place opposition parties from the elections  (iii) one person who has previously held the 

office of Chief Justice (iv) one person who has previously held the office of Chief of Defense 

Staff of the Armed Forces of Ghana (v) one person who has previously held the office of 

Inspector- General of Police (vi) Chairman of the National Development Planning Commission 

and (vi) Minister of Finance. With this composition the president will be surrounded by people 

who will challenge him and provide critical but constructive input/feedback.  Everyone sitting at 

the table will come with a different perspective, but at the center of discussion will be the 

development of the country and not a rubber stamp institution. 
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The above short term recommendations are suggestions that deliberately try to focus on 

cooperation, unity for liberation, authentic organization and cultural synthesis, given that we 

need innovative ways to address governance. The response to such recommendations may be that 

this is not practiced anywhere in the world.  However, I argue that our governing structures 

should not emulate what is being done around the world, it should be what is in the best interest 

of citizens and meaningful governance void of political partisanship, thirst for central power and 

exploitation of state resources.  

Long-term recommendations 

The long-term recommendations suggested below cannot be achieved presently but it is 

something we need to work towards due to the strain being put on African countries by the neo-

liberal capitalist world order. These recommendations are offered as an alternative in order to 

rediscover our autonomy.  

1. Creating a constitution that is built on indigenous governing principles 

It is no secret that Ghana’s current constitution (1992), along with the 1960, 1969, and 

1979 constitutions, is based on either the British Westminster system or American Presidential 

system or a hybrid of both. Commenting on this consistent borrowing, a traditional chief and 

lawyer, Nana Akuoko Sarpong has stated that these western governing systems do not address 

our political, social and economic needs, thus we as a country need reflective analysis that would 
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inform a new “home-grown” constitution (Kwawukume, 2016). The reason for starting a “home-

grown” constitution as Tiky (2014) puts it is to get rid of the current Western approach to 

democratic promotion as it focuses exclusively on elites, a few urban activists and associations, 

and on elections (p. 104).  

The purpose of creating a constitution built on indigenous governing principles is to 

provide an avenue for cooperation among citizens who come from various tribes. In engineering 

a new constitution, the idea of citizens as the building blocks of government, as an influence on 

government, checks and balances, decentralization, freedom of expression, decision-making by 

consensus and participatory democracy can be the criteria and starting points for building 

governing institutions.  

2. Building an indigenous political system 

The current political dispensation relies on 4 objectives: (i) majority rule expressed in 

free periodic elections (ii) full protection of minority rights against irrational tyranny (iii) 

protection of individual rights to freedom of speech, press, religion, petition and assembly and 

(iv) equality before the law for all citizens regardless of race, gender, creed, or national order 

(Asumah, 2015, p. 412). Critics of the current system argue that it is a procedural way of 

governing that inherently breeds inequality, exacerbates differences, is exclusive to elites, and 

divisive (Asumah, 2015, p. 412; Tiky, 2014, 108). The only way to counteract this is to revisit 
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indigenous governing practices (critical sankofaism) based on communal relations and consensus 

building (Addo-Kuffour, 2016; Asumah, 2015, p. 412; Gyekye, 2015; Tiky, 2014, p. 108).  

In adopting Gyekye’s (2015) view of critical sankofaism, I suggest four objectives that 

are based on African Indigenous Knowledge Systems (A.I.K.S) that I believe can be a starting 

point for creating an indigenous political system in Ghana. In indigenous African 

epistemological constructs the basis of existence is in relation to a person’s community; this goes 

against the Hobbesian image of the competitive, isolated individual who lives in fear of others 

and is protected from them by the state or community (Dei, 2000, p. 74). Hence the four 

objectives needed to build an indigenous political system can be based on the following points. 

1. Communal Social Order: According to Gyekye (1987) the concept of establishing a 

communal social order allows for interdependence, cooperation and reciprocal obligation 

(p.157). 

The idea of building an indigenous system on a communal social order is the fact that a 

communal society is one where an individual is brought up to cultivate an intimate sense of 

obligation and belonging to a large group of people on the basis of kinship affiliations (Wiredu, 

2000, p. 185). As stated in the literature review traditional African thought is built on the premise 

of communal relationships. This is seen in the Ashanti of Ghana (Asetena kese), Igbo of Nigeria 

(ama-ala), Shir among the Somali, Tswana of Bostwana (kyotla), Shona of Zimbabwe (dare), 
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Xhosa (pitso) and Zulu of South Africa (ndaba) and it is expressed as, “a person is a person 

through his community” (Ayittey, 1999; Gyekye, 1987; Shutte, 1995). Shutte (1995) believes 

that communal relationships between family and community members should be the 

epistemological framework of an African society (p. 50). Wiredu (2008) agrees with this 

sentiment, however, he wonders how family/kinship representation can be adapted in 

contemporary governance (p. 339). To answer Wiredu’s concerns Sogolo (1993) presents a 

challenge to African scholars and tasks them to undertake Conceptual Decolonization. This is a 

process of putting aside intellectual borrowing particularly from Western models. He believes 

Conceptual Decolonization will allow African scholars to develop a political system that is self-

asserting, steeped in indigenous culture and serves the interest of communities (p. 90-92). The 

term communal social order is relevant in rural areas of the country as confirmed by the chief 

interviewed, therefore there needs to be a way to harness communalism at the state level. 

2. Substantive Representation: Wiredu (1997) argues that substantive representation is a 

matter of a fundamental human right, and if not exercised will lead to disaffection (p. 

307). 

Wiredu (1997) states that there are two concepts of representation and these are formal and 

substantive. He explains it as follows: 
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There is the representation of a given constituency in council, and there is the 

representation of the will of a representative in the making of a given decision. The first 

is formal and the second is substantive representation. Using these definitions, it is 

obvious that you can have formal representation without its substantive correlate. Yet, the 

formal is for the sake of the substantive … Formal representation without substance is apt 

to induce disaffection (Wiredu, 1997). 

Based on the above it is evident that in the current political dispensation formal representation is 

present, however, substantive representation is lacking. If substantive representation is part of a 

political system, citizens as well as representatives of citizens can engage in rational dialectic 

conversations. This will be the practice of democracy that addresses the cultural, social and 

historical location of citizens in Ghana. 

3. Consensus building/decision-making: Wiredu (1997) explains the idea of consensual 

democracy as an African feature, which ensures the community is unified within the 

context of the individuals who belong to the community as is seen in the Ashanti 

kingdom (p. 307).  

Bell (2002) states the village palaver is the foundational stone in African civil society, and it 

is a space that allows for rational dialogue to practice participation and consensus decision-

making (p. 112). The premise of making decisions through consensus was to ensure minority 
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positions are heard and also taken into account (Ayittey, 1999, p.88).  In traditional Africa 

consensus was used in decision-making to ensure all citizens with different opinions would 

have an opportunity to participate in the decision-making process. As reported by the 

respondents in this exploratory study the current political dispensation is insulated from 

citizens and is characterized by partisan politics. Thus, in an effort to reduce the partisan 

nature of politics and to allow citizens a say in governing policies, a consensual political 

system might be an alternative. 

4. Governance centered on human/local development: For development to have any 

credibility at all, it must speak to the social, cultural, economic, political, spiritual and 

cosmological aspects of local peoples’ lives as well as to their specific needs and 

aspiration (Dei, 2000, p. 73).   

According to Claude Ake (1987): 

The people and all those things that make them what they are - their culture, values and 

interests - are never an obstacle to their own development. This is so for two reasons. 

First, the task of development is to help people to move forward by their own values 

given all they are and not what they might become… Secondly, only what the people 

accept as the real or potential betterment of their lives can properly constitute their own 

development (Ake (1987) quoted in Brown, 1997, p. 172). 

He argues that for effective development to take place citizens should be at the forefront of 

decisions, and this can be achieved by modernizing indigenous African institutions. By doing 
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this Africans will return to their communal nature, thus creating a process of participation that 

inevitably leads to sustainability, hence providing better governance (Brown, 1997, p. 170-173). 

While others mention this notion, such as Chinweizu (1975), Ayittey (1999), Addo-Kuffour 

(2016), it remains to be seen who will lead the charge to adopt this critical Sankofaism. At least 

in this exploratory study the respondents have shown an appetite for open local governance 

centered on the desires of the citizens.  

The objectives above are the basis for establishing a new African Social order where 

governance is dictated by citizens and not by outside western countries. Again these objectives 

provide a cyclic view of a political system that is built on indigenous African political thought of 

consensus. Nketsia (2013) states that indigenous institutions are living institutions where the 

collective consciousness is expressed through communality, collectivity and co-operation (p. 

495).  In praxis this will mean political parties will cease to exist, and regarding this Wiredu 

(1997) argues: 

Imagine a dispensation under which governments are formed not by parties, but by the 

consensus of elected representatives. Government, in other words, becomes a kind of 

coalition – a coalition not, as in the common acceptation, of parties, but of citizens. There 

is no impediment whatsoever to the formation of political associations to propagate 

preferred ideologies. But in councils of state, affiliation with any such association does 

not necessarily determine the chances of selection for a position of responsibility (p. 

310). 
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The idea of eliminating political parties and replacing them with elected representatives is 

explained by Tiky (2014).  He argues that African states have not gone through an industrial 

revolution like in the West where the owners of capital and the emerging working class created 

cleavages. This is how political parties emerged to defend the interest of each group (p. 84).  As 

noted previously in Africa such cleavages did not exist, and the idea of creating political parties 

came from the pressure to democratize at the request of the West. This pressure from the West 

has turned into a multi-billion industry with players such as foreign government agencies 

(USAID, AFD), international organizations (UN, EU) and NGOs (National Endowment for 

Democracy, Carter Center, National Democratic Institute, International Republican Institute, 

International Foundation for Election systems, Freedom House etc).  It is these players who 

dictate our governing structure through foreign policy agenda, and thus contemporary 

governments are concerned about appeasing such foreign structures rather than listening to 

citizens (Tiky, 2014, p. 89). For example, Benin received a €28 million in 2011 from the 

European Union in order to adopt a computerized method of registration for its presidential and 

legislative elections (Tiky, 2014, p. 88). The question now is were citizens consulted before this 

decision was made?  As mentioned earlier, consultations can be done via the regional 

parliamentary sessions mentioned above. Barber (1984) suggests countries that want to 

strengthen their democracies should engage in a national system of neighbourhood assemblies, 
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television town hall meetings and a civic communications cooperative, civic education and equal 

access to information, supplementary institutions and referendum processes to ensure citizens are 

actively participating in political process (p. 267 – 281). The same can be said of Ivory Coast 

that has a per capita income of US $1800 yet it spent US$413 million during the 

November/December 2011 presidential elections (Tiky, 2014, p. 88). Likewise the Electoral 

Commission of Ghana received a €5 million grant from the EU in order to implement various 

reforms recommended by the Reform Committee after the 2012 election, with the aim of 

improving the delivery of the electoral process in 2016 (EC, 2016). These examples illustrate 

how democracy and governing become limited to the process of electing Presidents and 

Members of Parliament. Once this is completed the government implements policies that are 

forced on them by the West. For example in 2001, President Bush issued an executive order 

prohibiting the use of US federal money for family planning abroad; to be eligible for USAID 

funds to support campaigns against HIV AIDs, Uganda, Ethiopia and other African countries 

that were severely affected by the HIV pandemic needed to adopt an abstinence-only approach 

(Tiky, 2014, p. 89). This illustrates how policies originating from external sources affect African 

countries, and African leaders apparently have no say in the matter, and worst of are African 

citizens who have even less say so in the matter.  

This is why Ahorsu (2015) argues that: 
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A good constitutional design must be based on constituents’ interests. It aims at 

addressing the basic questions, values, norms, rules, processes, and organizations that 

seek to mitigate the ills and challenges of a society. In keeping with the increased focus 

on institutions across the social sciences, scholarly discussion of democracy and 

democratization has emphasized institutional, normative and procedural concerns. To 

these ends, engineering institutional rules such as the introduction of electoral systems 

which facilitate cross-communal communications, bargaining, interdependence between 

rival politicians; affirmative gender rights; promotion of civil liberties; minority veto; 

cultural autonomy; peace education; peaceful conflict resolution; and sustainable 

development; concepts of best practices; among others, can have major impact on the 

promotion of moderate politics and prospects for democracy in divided societies (p. 63-

64). 

This exploratory study has shown that Ghana’s political dispensation is one that is 

insulated from the interests of citizens, and the actors within the political system are maintaining 

the status quo of enacting the Western multi-party liberal democratic governing system. By 

doing so the citizens of the country are excluded from national governing. To address the insular 

nature of the political dispensation a discussion needs to take place about developing an open 

local governing structure with the following characteristics: (i) building blocks of government 

should be citizens (ii) citizens should be able to influence government decisions (iii) there should 

be effective checks and balances to ensure transparency and accountability from all arms of 

government (iv) all levels of government should be decentralized to allow citizens access to 

power (v) freedom of expression for all citizens (vi) decisions made through consensus and (vii) 

participatory democracy. It is such characteristics which create a political atmosphere where 
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power is exercised within a consensus of an eco-conscious people who respect the dignity of 

space and yet transcend polarities and promote shared values and objectives (Nketsia, 2013, p. 

496). In the words of the chief interviewed for this study, “we are one people;” thus it is 

important for political leaders, citizens and social science scholars to think about adopting a 

governing system rooted in the people’s history, culture, national character and temperament to 

ensure sustainable socio-economic development for all. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

 

 

 

 

 

Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in 

Africa and Its Implications for Development:  The Case of Ghana 

             

Student Investigator                                                            Faculty Supervisor 

Kojo Damptey, B.Eng                                                           Dr. Samuel Abaidoo 

Masters Candidate in Interdisciplinary Studies                     Prof of Sociology 

Royal Roads University                                                        Kennesaw State University 

Victoria, British Columbia                                                    Atlanta, Georgia 

             

 

My name is Kojo Damptey, and this research project (see title above), is part of the requirement 

for a Master’s of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies at Royal Roads University.  My credentials 

with Royal Roads Univ. can be established by telephoning Jaigris Hodson the program at the 

School of Interdisciplinary Studies at 1-250-391-2600 ext 4598.  

 

The research will consist of this survey, which is expected to take about 15 minutes to complete. 

The purpose of this study is to learn more about Ghana’s politics. In addition to submitting my 

final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a Master’s of Arts Degree in 

Interdisciplinary Studies, I will also be sharing my research findings with other academic and 

community oriented publications and presentations. 

 

I expect to have this study finished by end of August 2016. I will make available what I learned 

in this study by sending you a short summary report. Please let me know where you would like 

the summary results sent to you on the consent form. 

☐ I will like to receive a short summary of the study’s results.  Please send it to this email 

address __________________________ 
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The information you provide will be summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of the final 

report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual unless your specific 

agreement has been obtained beforehand. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. 

 

The information you provide will not identify you and will be stored on an encrypted disk that 

will be kept in a locked filing cabinet indefinitely for future research possibilities. Project 

documents with information that identifies you (ex. Consent form) will be kept in a locked filing 

cabinet for five years and then destroyed. If at any time you withdraw from the study your results 

will not be incorporated into the final report. 

 

*Since the survey provider Qualtrics is located in the United States of America you are advised 

that its governments, courts, or law enforcements and regulatory agencies may be able to obtain 

disclosure of the data through the Patriot Act law of the United States. * 

 

You are not compelled to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, you 

are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. Similarly, if you choose not to participate in 

this research project, this information will also be maintained in confidence. 

 

Your completion of this survey will constitute your informed consent.   

 

  

General Information 

 

1. Number of years serving as a Member of Parliament: 

a. less than 4 years 

b. between 4 and 8 years 

c. more than 8 years 

2. Do you serve as a minister of state?  Yes  No 

3. Gender: Male    Female 

4. Political Party you are associated with:      

5. Constituency and Region you are serving:        

6. Level of education completed:        High School  Bachelors Masters Ph.D. 



Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in Africa 

 

103

7. Location of education completed (please circle the ones which apply):    

High School Bachelors Masters Ph.D. 

Ghana Ghana Ghana Ghana 

Outside Ghana Outside Ghana Outside Ghana Outside Ghana 

 

Please circle your responses to the questions below 

Section 1 

 

1. The building blocks of government in Ghana are the citizens of Ghana. 

 

               1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

2. Public officials are expected to serve the interests of the citizens of Ghana? 

 

                1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

3. In your opinion how important is the role of citizens to the current political process? 

 

            1                     2                         3       4    5 

Not very important     Not important    Neutral     Important        Very Important 

 

4. All MPs represent Ghanaians adequately 

 

               1                     2                3     4        5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

5. Please give reasons for your answer to question 4 above. 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 
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___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 

Section 2  

 

6. Economic and developmental decisions should be discussed with citizens in their 

communities before they are promulgated by parliament and implemented by the 

executive. 

 

          1                     2                3    4       5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

7. Please give reasons for your answer above. 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 

8. Decisions about social issues, for example proposals that will change existing cultural 

norms, should be discussed with citizens before they are promulgated by parliament and 

implemented by the executive 

 

           1                     2                3     4      5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

 

9. Please give reasons for your answer above.  

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
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_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

10. Decisions regarding international relations should be discussed by citizens before a 

decision is made by parliament. 

 

               1                     2                3   4       5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

 

11. Please give reasons for your answer above. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Section 3  

 

12. In Ghana’s current political dispensation there are enough checks and balances to hold 

MPs accountable 

 

              1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

13. In Ghana’s current political dispensation there are enough checks and balances to hold 

the executive (president and cabinet) accountable 

 

              1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

14. The current judiciary/judicial service is independent of the executive and parliament. 

 

               1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 
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15. An MP who does not follow the will of his/her constituents should be removed regardless 

of term limit. 

 

               1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

 

16. Ministers of state who do not perform adequately in their role should be removed. 

 

            1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

 

17. A president who does not perform adequately in his/her role should be removed if he/she 

is even in the first term. 

 

            1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

 

18. Please give reasons for your answer to the preceding question  

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 

 

 

Sections 4 

 

19. District assemblies provide sufficient space for civic engagement 
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      1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

20. Please give reasons for your answer above.  

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 

21. It is okay for MPs to serve as Ministers of State. 

 

             1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

22. Please give reasons for your answer above.  

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 

23. Proceedings of parliament provide sufficient space for citizens to be engaged in the 

political system.  

 

               1                     2                3    4       5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 
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24. Please give reasons for your answer above.  

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 

 

Section 5 

 

25. The current political system in Ghana ensures that people’s freedoms are upheld 

 

              1                     2                3    4       5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

26. The current political system in Ghana provides ample space for constructive criticism of 

the executive (president and cabinet) by the citizenry. 

 

               1                     2                3    4      5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

27. Please give reasons for your answer above.  

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 
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28. The current political system in Ghana provides ample space for constructive criticism of 

parliament by the citizenry.  

 

              1                     2                3    4         5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

29. Please give reasons for your answer above.  

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 

30. The current political system in Ghana provides ample space for constructive criticism of 

the judiciary/judicial service by the citizenry. 

 

              1                     2                3    4         5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

31. Please give reasons for your answer above.  

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 Section 6  
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32. Proceedings of parliament should be made public for all citizens to attend. 

 

            1                     2                3     4        5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

33. Please give reasons for your answer above.  

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 

34. Decisions made at parliament by MPs should be made through consensus rather than 

majority vote. 

 

               1                     2                3    4       5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

35. Please give reasons for your answer above.  

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

Section 7 

 

36. How often do you meet with your constituents to discuss issues happening in the 

constituency? 
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                 1                     2                         3     4  5 

             Never                      Seldom                 Sometimes           Often        Always 

 

 

37. I feel citizens should be consulted on all laws and bills before they are voted on by 

parliament 

 

              1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

38. Please give reasons for your answer above.  

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 

 

39. MP’s should carry the will of the people before the will of their political party. 

 

              1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

40. Please give reasons for your answer above. 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 
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41.  There is a need to improve our current political system such as creating mandatory 

meeting spaces between constituents and MPs, amending the constitution to give citizens 

access to the political process and to information regarding the political process.  

 

             1                     2                3  4  5 

Strongly Disagree    Disagree      Neutral          Agree            Strongly Agree 

 

 

42. Please give reasons for your answer above. 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

___________________________________________________________________________

_ 
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Appendix B 

 

Letter of Consent 

 

Rethinking the Role of Indigenous Governance Practices in Contemporary Governance in 

Africa and Its Implications for Development:  The Case of Ghana 

             

Student Investigator                                                            Faculty Supervisor 

Kojo Damptey, B.Eng                                                           Dr. Samuel Abaidoo 

Masters Candidate in Interdisciplinary Studies                     Prof of Sociology 

Royal Roads University                                             Dept of sociology & criminal justice 

Victoria, British Columbia                                                    Kennesaw State University 

             

 

Introduction 

You are invited to take part in a research that I am doing as a part of my masters’ degree program 

at the Royal Roads University. Before you decide to participate in this study, you should read 

this letter and ask questions about anything that you do not understand. 

The purpose of this study is to learn more about Ghana’s politics.  

 

In order to gather information on these topics, you are being asked to participate in a 

survey that takes about 20 minutes to complete. Of course, you have a choice about 

whether or not to complete the survey. If you do decide to participate, you are free to skip 

any questions or discontinue at any time. There are no known risks anticipated because of 

taking part in this study. You may be asked to meet with me for the follow up face-to-face 

interview. All information collected from you will remain confidential. 

 

 

 

Who will know what I said in the study 

• You are participating in this study confidentially. I will not use your name or any 

information that would allow you to be identified. I will use pseudonyms for all 

respondents and the names of other people you share. No one but my faculty supervisor 

and I will know whether you participated. The information that you provide will be kept 

in a locked filing cabinet and password protected computer where only I have access to it. 

• Once the study is finished, information you provided that does not identify you will be 
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stored on an encrypted disk that will be kept in a locked filing cabinet indefinitely for 

future research possibilities. Project documents with information that identifies you (ex. 

Consent form) will be kept in a locked filing cabinet for five years and then destroyed. 

 

 

How do I find out what was learned in this study? Where will the results be published? 

I expect to have this study finished by end of August 2016. I will make available what I learned 

in this study by sending you a short summary report. Please let me know where you would like 

the summary results sent to you on the consent form. 

I am very interested in making my study useful to political stakeholders and citizens and will 

consult with people that took part in the study on the most relevant and useful ways to share what 

was learned with citizens in the country. Please let me know on the consent form if you would 

like to be contacted to discuss how to share results. 

It is also important to note that the information collected from this study will be aggregated and 

analyzed to see what common themes emerge. This information would then appear in my thesis 

as well as other academic and community oriented publications and presentations. 

 

Questions about the study? 

This study has been reviewed by the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board and 

received Ethics clearance. If you have concerns or questions about your rights as a participant or 

about the way the study is conducted, please contact: Royal Roads University Research Ethics 

Board, 

Telephone: (250) 391-2511 or E-mail: ethicalreview@royalroads.ca. 
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PLEASE PRINT A COPY OF THIS CONSENT DOCUMENT FOR YOUR RECORDS, OR IF 

YOU DO NOT HAVE PRINT CAPABILITIES, YOU MAY CONTACT THE RESEARCHER 

TO OBTAIN A COPY 

☐ I agree and give my consent to participate in this research project. I understand that 

participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw my consent at any time without penalty. 

☐ I do not agree to participate and will be excluded from the remainder of the questions. 

☐ I agree to be contacted to take part in a 30-minute face-to-face interview? (Please note that if 

you change your mind later you are absolutely free to withdraw from this part of the study). 

Contact phone number and/or email address __________________________________________ 

☐ I will like to receive a short summary of the study’s results.  Please send it to this email 

address __________________________ 

Thank you for your time 
 

 

Name of Participant (optional) (printed): ___________________________________________ 

 

Signature: _________________________ Date: ________________________ 

 

 

TO BE COMPLETED BY THE STUDENT INVESTIGATOR: 

I have received and reviewed the consent form. To my knowledge, the participant is voluntarily 

and knowingly giving informed consent. 

 

Name of Investigator: _____________________________________ 

 

Date: _____________________ 
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