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Election-Related Violence: The Case of Ghana

Introduction

This background paper is an introductory overview of the causes and experi-
ences of election-related violence in relation to patronage politics in Ghana. 
Ghana has been framed by the international community as a unique bastion of 
democracy and peace on the African continent. Nevertheless, the country has 
come from a military regime like many of its democratic African counterparts 
and is still prone to some of the problems faced by its more turbulent neighbours 
(Utas, 2012b). Mansfield and Snyder (2007) observe an upsurge in violence 
rather than a decrease when countries in transition undergo elections. 

Although the pockets of violence during election time in Ghana may be 
comparatively less severe than in many other countries on the continent, to 
ignore incidents that occur during elections is also possibly to ignore the symp-
toms for potential explosions of violence later (Jockers, Kohnert and Nugent, 
2009). The interviewees in this paper confirm that they felt that the December 
2008 elections were extremely tense and marred by more violence across the 
country than usual, though the December 2012 election was one of the most 
peaceful the country has seen in the past eight years1.

If Ghana really is a consolidated democracy, then the way that electoral fraud 
is dealt with and investigated should test this. However, this did not happen in 
2008 when complaints about electoral fraud from and about the country’s two 
largest parties, the National Democratic Congress (NDC) and the New Patri-
otic Party (NPP), were not investigated. Jockers, Kohnert and Nugent (2009) 
speculated that the electoral commission (EC) may have not wanted to “open 
a can of worms” or perhaps did not have the time or money to investigate the 
complaints.

The international community also needed to maintain Ghana’s image as an 
African example of peace for other, less democratic African countries to follow 
(2009). In 2012, the NPP rejected the 2012 election results, complaining of 
electoral fraud. The party is currently pursuing its grievances in court. In the 
media, some argued that, in the interest of peace, the NPP should simply accept 
the results the EC had declared and not take the matter further. However, the 
test of democracy must be performed in other ways than through elections alone 
(Hennemeyer, 2011).

Others have argued that a country’s judicial system is just as important in 
determining whether a country is democratic or not: it is the NPP’s right to take 
its grievances to court because a country can never be democratic without also 
ensuring justice (Diedong, 2012). No matter the outcome of the court case, the 

1.  	 The national elections held in 2004 and 2008 were considerably more violent than the elec-
tions held in 2012.
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fact that many have argued that the issue should be left alone suggests that some 
Ghanaians perceive peace in Ghana as relatively fragile.

Hence a study of people’s experiences and perceptions of violence because of 
elections in Ghana is not only important to understand how and why violence 
occurs in the country, but also how people try to preserve peace. As a highly 
understudied area in Ghana, the international community cannot take elections 
and peace for granted if many Ghanaians themselves are not confident that 
country-wide peace is the norm.

How are Ghanaians’ voting patterns related to violence during elections? 
If we focus on voting patterns since the first democratic elections in Ghana in 
1996, Lindberg and Morrison (2005) found that only approximately 10% of 
Ghanaian voters who responded to a survey reported that they had voted for 
candidates for clientelist or ethno-regional reasons in that year. The number 
of respondents who voted for these reasons rose to 14% in 2000. Lindberg and 
Morrison interpreted the voting patterns of people in NPP and NDC strong-
holds as likely to be because of “legacies resulting in a political socialization”. 
Moreover:

“A study carried out in the Techiman southern constituency after the 1996 election 
also indicates that socialization through family and peers plays a crucial role in 
reproducing voter alignments but does not indicate an ethnic component to this.” 
(p.113)

However, two of the respondents in this study from the Ashanti region (the 
main NPP stronghold) stated that the NPP are seen as an Akan/Ashanti party; 
if you told people that you voted for the NDC and they knew that you were 
Akan, they would think you were stupid, crazy or a traitor. Whether people 
admit to voting for reasons unrelated to ethnicity and clientelism or not, the 
Ashanti and Volta regions have consistently voted for the NPP and NDC re-
spectively since the first elections in 1992 (Jockers, Kohnert and Nugent, 2009).

The northern regions (Upper East, Upper West and Northern regions) have 
all also consistently voted for the NDC since Ghana’s first elections, though the 
NPP gained a lot of ground in 2000. People from the southern cities of Kumasi 
and Accra, where elections are less related to chieftaincy, said that election-related 
violence occurred most often in ethnically heterogeneous areas. However, a study 
of where violence occurred shows that it was commonly in strongholds of political 
parties where political minority groups also lived. For example, NDC members 
who are jubilant over the President John Dramani Mahama’s victory could be 
verbally and sometimes physically attacked in the NPP’s Kumasi stronghold.

In Ghana, Greater Accra, Western, Central and Brong Ahafo are regions 
with a high number of swing voters. They all voted for presidential power to 
change hands from the NDC to the NPP in 2000 and for the NPP to maintain 
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its power in 2004. However, in 2008 the NDC won in the Greater Accra and 
Central regions in the first round. In the run-off, all four of the swing regions 
voted for the NDC. Lindberg and Morrison (2005) found that swing voters in 
Ghana stated reasons less related to clientelism and ethnicity and more related 
to political issues for their voting choices.

In Ghana, elections have been relatively calm in comparison to elections in 
neighbouring West African countries. However, it has been difficult to ascertain 
much detail on election-related violence in Ghana as a whole, because media 
reports of incidents of violence are often scant, with few studies prioritising the 
matter in research. Nevertheless, the main conclusion that most media reports 
and research into elections and violence in Ghana since 1992 have drawn is 
that pockets of violence often occur in certain parts of the country, though the 
amount of reports of violence can vary from year to year. 

For example, many experienced the presidential elections of 2012 as peaceful 
compared to the previous elections of 2008 and 2004. Why was this? Interview-
ees for this paper gave several reasons. Firstly, the competition between the two 
candidates in 2012 was not as close as it had been in the 2008 election when 
there had been a run-off2. It seems that the combination of a close competition 
and an extended election process were factors that heightened tension in the 
2008 elections. 

Adolfo et al. (2012) state that:

“Winning an election may be a matter of survival for the competing parties, as 
well as for entire communities within the state. The risk of electoral violence may 
therefore be higher in situations where there is real political competition between 
various parties and genuine possibilities to change existing power relations. All elec-
tions involve elements of uncertainty, but if the winner takes all, the uncertainties of 
democracy come at a high price.”

The political competition between the two candidates was the keenest during 
the period between the first round and run-off of the 2008 election. This was 
also the time when the NPP and the NDC used young men to snatch ballot 
boxes and intimidate voters in opposition strongholds around the country.

Another factor that has led to election-related violence in Ghana is when 
either the NPP or the NDC are tied to factions that dispute chieftaincy rights. 
This has been the case in northern towns such as Yendi and Bawku because the 
possibility of gaining chieftaincy rights is directly related to whether or not a 

2.  	 In December 2008, the NPP’s Nana Akuffo-Addo received 49.77% of the vote, and the 
late president John Evans Atta-Mills won with 50.23%. In December 2012,  Akuffo-Addo 
received 47.74% of votes and John Dramani Mahama of the NDC won with 50.70% (Na-
tional Electoral Commission). Despite the small margin of difference, people saw this gap 
as a significant one compared to 2008, especially as there was no run-off, which led to less 
tension.
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faction’s preferred party wins elections. At no point in the interviews or discus-
sions I had were any of the smaller parties identified as violent. This is perhaps 
because competition has never been keen among these parties. None of them 
have ever received even 1% of votes for the presidency. 

The three main guiding issues that this background paper will address in 
relation to election-related violence in Ghana are:

•	 The causes of election-related violence in Ghana
•	 Who the people most likely to cause election-related violence are and how 

often they do this
•	 The role that “big men” play in election-related violence
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Methodological approach

The paper presents brief case studies of areas spanning three regions in Ghana. 
These areas are among the most commonly cited flashpoints for election-related 
violence in the country. The capital of Northern region Tamale, the third-largest 
city in Ghana, and nearby Dagbon capital Yendi3; Kumasi, Ghana’s second city, 
which is in Ashanti region; and the capital Accra in Greater Accra region (see 
Figure 1 map below). 

I carried out fieldwork over the course of nearly two weeks, travelling be-
tween the three locations. However, because of the long distances involved and 
the fact that the fieldwork had to be undertaken over the Christmas and New 
Year period (when respondents were less available to meet and offices were not 
always open), the actual fieldwork duration was approximately seven days. Two 
days in Tamale, one in Yendi, two in Kumasi and two in Accra. The method I 
used was mainly unstructured interviews and casual conversations.

3. 	 I studied these two locations as one unit because I would argue that in relation to the Yendi 
conflict and within elections, the city of Tamale almost acts as a satellite city to the small 
town of Yendi. This will be further discussed in the paper below.

Figure 1 Map of Ghana (UN Cartographic Section)
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Case study findings

Politics, chieftaincy and revenge: the case of Tamale/ Yendi
Yendi is a small town, approximately 2.5 hours’ drive from the capital of North-
ern region Tamale. Tamale and Yendi are in the area of Dagbon, the homeland 
of the Dagomba ethnic group. Although parts of Dagbon are heterogeneous, 
Tamale in particular, the Dagomba are,  nevertheless the largest ethnic group in 
Northern region4. Yendi is the capital of Dagbon, where the Ya-Naa (paramount 
chief of Dagbon) resides.

The NDC often wins legislative and presidential elections across the three 
northern regions (Northern, Upper West and Upper East). However, among 
the Dagomba an intra-ethnic feud has ensued in one royal family since the 19th 
century. This feud led the Dagomba to split into the Abudu and Andani branch-
es of the royal family, which Dagombas refer to as “gates”. Abudu and Andani 
were sons of paramount chief Ya-Naa Yakubu I by different mothers (Abudu’s 
mother was Ya-Naa Yakubu’s first wife and Andani’s mother the chief ’s second 
wife) who were “enskinned”5 in succession during the 1800s. A complicated 
series of events developed after Ya-Naa Andani died in 1899, which eventually 
led to Dagbon splitting between the Andani and Abudu gates.

Even though Ya-Naa Yakubu had many other children with other wives, 
the majority of Dagombas identify themselves with either the Ya-Naa Abudu 
or Ya-Naa Andani line today6. Competition between the two gates is fierce be-
cause the Dagomba practice a winner-takes-all system of rule, whereby the man 
enskinned as paramount chief in Yendi can also enskin his family members and 
supporters into most of the other sub-chief positions in Dagbon (Ibrahim, 2012; 
Weiss, 2005, p.7).

To gain powerful political support for their chieftaincy dispute today the 
Abudus generally support the NPP and the Andanis have rallied around the 
NDC. The combination of kin-based feud and political division is why confron-
tations between NDC and NPP supporters in the northern region are also often 
between members of the Andani and Abudu gates. Yet the support for the two 

4.  	 According to the Ghanaian census of 2010, the Tamale metropolitan area had a population 
of 371,351, whereas Yendi’s population totaled 199,592 people. The Mole-Dagbani ethnic 
group was the largest in Northern region in 2010 at 1,258,657 people. The Gurma group 
followed, with 651,088 people (Ghana Statistical Service, 2012). 

5.  	 In Dagbon, a new chief sits on a set of cow skins when he comes to power, thus when a chief 
gains his position, he is said to be enskinned. 

6.  	 It is not within the scope of this paper to explain the complicated history of the Abudu and 
Andani split in Dagbon. 
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biggest political parties from the Dagombas and the traditions the parties have 
come from have been apparent since independence7. 

The main preoccupation for each gate is to support either the NPP or NDC 
and help that party win power to settle the Dagomba chieftaincy dispute to 
the gate’s advantage. For example, an Andani interviewee in Tamale explained 
that in exchange for voting for the NDC, the party will ensure that the Andani 
Ya-Naa remains enskinned in Yendi and is not killed or overthrown by the 
Abudu gate as the interviewee believed had occurred in the conflict of 2002. 
Chieftaincy support in exchange for political support from Andani votes for the 
NDC operates similarly between the Abudus and the NPP. 

In March 2002, Andani paramount chief Ya-Naa Yakubu Andani II (Yaku-
bu) was killed in Yendi on the final day of a three-day conflict between the Abudu 
and Andani gates. The NPP under the presidency of John Kufuor (2001–2009) 
had been in government for 15 months. The cause of the chief ’s death is mysteri-
ous and still has not been confirmed. Stories about the conflict abound, but the 
most widely reported version of events was that he was beheaded8. According to 
the Andani gate, national politics entered the local war when the army sent men 
on the orders of the NPP government to fight on behalf of the Abudus and kill 
the Dagbon chief. 

Narratives of Yendi / Tamale elections
The first person I spoke with in Tamale about the Yendi conflict was a young 
Andani man who did not want to be identified or associated with the study at all. 
When I asked him what had happened in Yendi, while checking around the bar 
where we were drinking for possible listeners, he quietly replied that we should 
speak later when fewer people were around. When we were finally alone in the 
bar, he explained that on the first day of the Yendi conflict, people had been 
getting reports in Tamale that the Abudus were attacking the paramount chief. 

Some Andani men from Tamale had quickly organised themselves and trav-
elled to Yendi to defend their chief by the second day of fighting. What was 
puzzling to the Andani fighters was that they were not only conflict Abudus, 
but also men in military uniforms, suggesting that they were actually fighting 

7.  	 The NDC come from the socialist tradition of the Convention People’s Party (CPP). The 
NDC took inspiration from the president of Gold Coast and first president of Ghana Kwame 
Nkrumah (1951–66) and later shaped themselves into a social democratic party. The NPP 
openly declare that they come from the Busia-Danquah, right-of-centre United Party (UP) 
tradition. The Andanis rallied around Nkrumah and the CPP following independence and 
would later support the NDC party that came from it. Conversely, the Abudus have sup-
ported the UP and the NPP that would later be created out of the UP. 

8.  	 An Abudu interviewee said he thought that Yakubu had been shot, whereas on a different 
occasion an Andani interviewee explained that the Ya-Naa could not have been shot by 
Abudu gunmen due to his great spiritual powers. The gunmen instead had to encircle Ya-
Naa Yakubu tightly in order to hold him still, whilst others twisted and broke his neck.
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the Ghanaian army. Moreover, all the phone lines had stopped working and the 
NPP government had sent no official security force of any kind to try and stop 
the conflict. The only national forces sent were in fact fuelling the conflict by 
fighting the Andanis themselves. By day three of the violence, Ya-Naa Yakubu 
Andani II had been killed.

The interviewee explained how the Andanis concluded that this was a gov-
ernment-backed assassination attempt by the Abudus in exchange for political 
support for the NPP in the 2004 presidential elections. This idea was reinforced 
when I interviewed two other Andanis in Yendi. Nevertheless, this idea was de-
nied in a written statement made by the Abudu family to the Wuaku Commis-
sion that investigated the circumstances leading up to the chief ’s death (Abudu 
Family, n.d.; cited in Hughes, 2003). This promise of votes two years before 
elections is why I consider the conflict an example of election-related violence 
outside of an election year.

However, an NPP district assembly man who was also a well-known member 
of the Abudu gate commented in interview that it was in fact the Andani who 
had started the conflict by sending fighters from Tamale to attack the Abudus 
in Yendi. A tank had allegedly been found at the paramount chief ’s palace and 
no evidence existed to prove that the Ghanaian army had ever been at the scene 
in Yendi at all. 

Although the violence took place in Yendi, events in Tamale are inextrica-
bly tied to what happens in Yendi and should arguably also be researched. The 
Yendi fighting is one of few examples of a conflict in a small, rural place that has 
had a big impact on a large urban setting. Following the Yendi conflict, in 2002 
Tamale and Yendi were put under a curfew for two and a half years. Following 
the 2011 acquittal of 15 Abudu men who stood trial for the killing of Yakubu, 
Tamale and Yendi were put under a week’s curfew after Andani youths set the 
NDC’s Northern Region office on fire and vandalised the NDC’s Tamale Cen-
tral Constituency office. The two offices were located in the Tamale metropolis.

The NDC party, led by John Evans Atta-Mills, was in power at the time and 
Andani youths felt that they had not been given justice for the killing of their 
paramount chief. My interviewee, a young man from Tamale, said that in a bid 
to appease the Andani youths and bring them back into the NDC, the party 
used its political largesse to distribute items such as farm tractors, tools and 
money among the ringleaders. The Yendi conflict was related to the very specific 
objective of killing the chief. Since then, violence during and outside of elections 
has been a much rarer occurrence in Yendi, where everybody knows everybody 
else. This is less the case in Tamale, where anonymity in the large city is in-
creased and the likelihood of being caught when a crime is committed is lower.

The Abudu/Andani feud is still an extremely sensitive topic. Among the six 
people I asked about the feud, in interviews or casual conversation, only one felt 
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comfortable speaking about it in a public setting. Three of the six confessed that 
they were not comfortable speaking about it where we were at that time and that 
I should wait so that we could talk about it somewhere more private, because 
anybody could be listening. 

Tension and sensitivity still surround the topic because the matter has not 
been settled. In contrast, following the 10-year Sierra Leonean war, which also 
ended decade ago, a major reconciliation effort helped to relieve tensions, mak-
ing it easier for people to talk about the war. No comparable effort to reconcile 
people in Yendi has been made, just as the matter of who should succeed the 
murdered Ya-Naa has still not been agreed upon between the two gates. Thus 
an explosion of violence is possibly never far below the surface, either during or 
outside of election time.

The 2012 election year in Northern region was relatively peaceful, which sur-
prised people in many areas of the country. Parts of the region with chieftaincy 
disputes such as in Yendi, and in Bawku in Upper East region, often experi-
ence most conflict during elections, yet the few incidents that occurred in 2012 
seemed to take place in the south (e.g. Accra and Kumasi). In conversation with 
the Tamale police public relations officer (PRO), he told me that there were no 
reports of physical violence during the 2012 election process. This is against a 
background of highly tense and sometimes violent elections in 2004 and 2008.

There was, however, one incident of a “macho man”9 snatching a biometric 
voter registration machine near the central market in Aboabo. The PRO stated 
that the would-be thief dumped the machine as he was being pursued by voters 
and disappeared. The voters carried the machine back to the polling station. 
The macho man was still at large at the time of my interview with the PRO on 
3 December 2012.

To get a more detailed history of Dagbon and its relation to politics from an 
Abudu perspective, I interviewed Umaru Ibrahim,10 a district assembly member 
in one of the NPP’s strongholds in Northern region and also a spokesman for 
the Abudu gate. Mr Ibrahim is a teacher, with an almost encyclopaedic knowl-
edge of Dagomba chieftaincy history and its inextricable links with national 
politics. He described himself as a “politician with a lineage with the NPP and 
for that matter the Abudu Gate.” Mr Ibrahim is a staunch NPP member and his 
narrative is useful because it shines a light on the experiences of a member of 
one of the big national parties in a region where the party is in the minority. As 
stated above, minorities in political party strongholds are the kinds of people 
who often experience violence and threats during elections in Ghana. 

After giving a very detailed account of the history of the Yendi feud, we 

9.  	 A well-built man hired by politicians to disrupt elections and intimidate voters.
10. 	All names have been changed to protect the identities of interviewees.
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moved onto Mr Ibrahim’s experiences of election-related violence as an NPP 
man living in an NDC-dominated region. He began by talking about two NPP 
men who had been “clubbed to death” at polling stations in NDC strongholds 
during the 2004 presidential election. The majority of the interviews and re-
ported cases of violence in Ghana suggest that election-related violence often 
occurs in areas that are strongholds of one of the two larger parties, where mi-
nority supporters can easily be intimidated. This is unlike the situation in a 
country such as in Sierra Leone, where very large groups of supporters from the 
two biggest parties may have street brawls during elections (Christensen and 
Utas, 2008; 533). 

The first man Mr Ibrahim spoke about was the NPP chairman of the Kum-
bungu constituency. The chairman sat at the polling station as an observer. 
Mr Ibrahim said that the 2004 elections were “too hot! You couldn’t dare ask 
any questions.” Mr Ibrahim admitted that he did not know the details of what 
precisely led to fighting at the polling station, but when the chairman asked 
questions a fight started that resulted in a group of NDC supporters beating 
him unconscious. 

Nevertheless, there were other NDC supporters at the polling station who 
tried to defend the chairman and carried him to the palace of the chief in the 
area. The chairman subsequently died of his injuries. Everybody in the village 
was too scared to testify who had clubbed the man to death, though there were 
many witnesses at the polling station.

The temperature was “hot” because Yakubu had been killed two years before 
and no suspects had been brought to book for it. Mr Ibrahim felt that the An-
danis/NDC were particularly violent against the Abudus/NPP because they had 
lost their Andani Chief.

UI11: “At that time, the death of the Ya-Naa was too much in people, the passion was 
there, so in areas where Abudus were strong, had the majority, you wouldn’t see these 
things because they were not in the aggrieved side.”

CA12: “You felt like it was revenge? ”

UI:  “It was a revenge! ”

Though the murder of Yakubu had happened two years before the 2004 elec-
tions, the chairman’s killers got away with his murder specifically during the 
election period. In many cases in West Africa, the election period is a win-
dow wherein violent party supporters can be protected by powerful politicians. 
Crimes that would be punished at other times are often left unpunished during 
election time. This is particularly the case when the party of the perpetrators 

11. 	Umaru Ibrahim
12. 	Clementina Amankwaah
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of violence wins power. Thus, when masked as election-related, violence can be 
used to “settle older scores” (Utas, 2012b). In short, the election period can be 
used as a particular window of time for the “world to turn upside down”.

This window often opens within a political system when the fight for suc-
cession makes things less stable. The idea has been discussed in relation to other 
parts of Africa (Dirks, 1988), as well as in northern Ghana (Drucker-Brown, 
1999). Dirks labelled the phenomenon “annual rituals of conflict” and con-
sidered it an integral part of the political system. I would tentatively suggest 
that parts of democratic elections in some new African democracies could very 
loosely be interpreted as such an annual ritual of conflict in that contests of suc-
cession are a time for grievances to be avenged and violence to be excused and 
go unpunished.

During election years, powerful patrons have also protected those with influ-
ential contacts for apolitically motivated acts such as petty crime. Mr Ibrahim 
described an event that started at a school park (playground) about five-minutes 
walk from his home during the early months of the 2008 election year. A young 
man knocked on Mr Ibrahim’s door one night and told Mr Ibrahim that some 
men had chased him out of the park. 

The young man had gone to Mr Ibrahim’s house because he was a commu-
nity leader. Mr Ibrahim then called some young men and went with them to the 
park. At the park, Mr Ibrahim and his men hid in various places, while one of 
his young men walked through the park pretending he was speaking to some-
body on a mobile (cellular) phone. Mr Ibrahim and his group lay in ambush for 
the perpetrators. Three men quickly walked over to the man with the phone, hit 
him and tried to take his phone. 

Mr Ibrahim’s men jumped out of their hiding places and pounced on the 
three attackers, and wanted to kill them because they viewed the men as thieves. 
During the commotion, Mr Ibrahim’s men were also calling out to Mr Ibrahim 
“Assembly man! Assembly man!” Mr Ibrahim knew that if the three men were 
killed then his name would be made public, so he got a few of his men to protect 
the now injured men and take them to the police. 

They spoke to the patrol chief at the police station. The three men were inter-
viewed and they gave three different explanations why they had been in the park. 
The three men were detained that night. At 6a.m. at Mr Ibrahim’s house the next 
morning, he was surprised to receive a visit from his football colleague, who had 
also brought the regional NDC chairman with him. Mr Ibrahim said that the 
chairman was also a chief, a freedom fighter and like an older brother to him. 

The chairman told Mr Ibrahim that he had been putting up a building in 
the park and that his “boys” (the men who had been arrested) were his watch-
men, so they were not doing anything bad. Mr Ibrahim replied “I caught them 
red-handed, they were beating somebody.” Mr Ibrahim said that the chairman 
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begged Mr Ibrahim to release his boys and Mr Ibrahim eventually agreed that 
he would go to the police station. 

The chairman then left. In sending a person that Mr Ibrahim admired and 
with whom he had a good relationship, this part of Mr Ibrahim’s story illustrates 
the carrot method that the NDC used to sway Mr Ibrahim (from a minor-
ity party in Northern region) into doing what the party wanted him to do. 
Although it was not a financial reward as carrots may often be, it was reward 
enough for Mr Ibrahim to please a man who was like his “older brother”. 

Nevertheless, soon after the NDC chairman had left Mr Ibrahim’s house, a 
neighbour arrived and told Mr Ibrahim that a group of NDC supporters were 
at the police station where the three suspects were being held, waiting to attack 
him. Mr Ibrahim then sent his own young NPP men to the scene before he 
went to “push” the NDC crowd back from the police entrance so that he could 
enter. When Mr Ibrahim arrived at the station he asked the police to release the 
three men. 

Mr Ibrahim, however, advised the police that they should not release the 
men at that police station because tensions were too high, and that they should 
be released at an alternative station. Mr Ibrahim went with them and reached an 
agreement with the police to release the men on bail. The police at the alterna-
tive station told Mr Ibrahim that the police commander had wanted to see him 
the next day. At this point in the story Mr Ibrahim said to me “I want you also 
to see how police and politicians help to enflame passions and emotions of our 
youth and the rank and file.”

The next day at the police station, before Mr Ibrahim saw the commander, a 
police inspector told him to be careful because the commander had already spo-
ken with some NDC members of Parliament (MPs) before he had arrived. Mr 
Ibrahim was then taken to a room where the commander and the three arrested 
men were seated. The commander asked Mr Ibrahim why he had told people 
to beat the three men up. Mr Ibrahim replied that he had not. The three men 
had attacked somebody else and the youths overpowered them. He had tried 
to protect the three men because people were calling out his name, and he sent 
them to the police station. 

UI:	 “He [the police commander] said ‘What happened?’I said ‘Someone had run 
to me to tell me that they had chased him out of the park, so I mobilised people.’ He 
said ‘Oh stop! Why did you mobilise people?’ I ‘shouldn’t talk again.’ The Police 
Commander! So I was charged! Then I have to call for them to come and bail me. 
So they had a fixed day for court. That’s what police do! They listen to the politicians 
and turn the case against you! ”

The crimes of the three men had nothing to do with politics, yet their case of 
petty crime became embroiled in a political issue, where threats of violence and 



17

Election-Related Violence: The Case of Ghana

police charges suddenly became a reality for Mr Ibrahim. This story is an illus-
tration of how “big men” are “nodes in networks, combining efforts in projects 
of joint action” (Utas 2012a: 1). A series of NDC big men with links to the 
three arrested men combined efforts to round up angry young men at the police 
station, manoeuvre Mr Ibrahim and the police into releasing their “boys” and 
charging their political opponents with a crime all within the space of two days.

They first used the carrot method13 by getting the NDC Chairman to ask 
Mr Ibrahim to release his men. Then, despite the fact that Mr Ibrahim agreed to 
have the men bailed, they still used the stick by getting an angry mob to wait for 
him outside the police station ready to attack him unless their boys were released 
and having charges pressed against him.

We spoke further about Mr Ibrahim’s experiences as a minority political 
group leader in the north, and his experiences of the 2012 election year. He ex-
plained that at least five NPP members were either physically attacked or nearly 
physically attacked at local radio stations for things they had said on air. Mr 
Ibrahim did not have the details of what had happened in 2012, but a group of 
NDC supporters had also nearly attacked him. I asked Mr Ibrahim what had 
happened in his own case. He began by explaining that Andanis always bring 
up the chieftaincy issue to “make the temperature high” when you are explain-
ing political issues well. 

Radio North Star is a local radio station which was owned by the late NPP 
vice-president of Ghana, Alieu Mahama (2004-08) when he was alive. Mr Ibra-
him was part of a radio panel composed of two NPP members and two NDC 
members discussing political issues a few weeks after Atta-Mills and the NDC 
had won the presidential election in 2008 after a heated run-off. One of the 
NDC panellists, who was an Andani, stated that in all of Andani history since 
Ya-Naa Andansirli, Andanis had never been in a war and run away.

Mr Ibrahim replied that he was not presenting the facts correctly. Just be-
cause Ya-Naa Andansirli’s name had Andani in it, it did not mean that he was 
an Andani. It was not possible that Ya-Naa Andansirli was Andani because there 
was never an Andani/Abudu split between Dagombas at the time of his reign. 
After Ya-Naa Andansirli died, nine more chiefs would be enskinned before 
Abudu, then Andani, came into office. After this comment Mr Ibrahim said 
that NDC supporters had come to the radio station with chains and sticks to 
attack him. Luckily he and the other NPP panellist were shown a secret room 
to hide in as NDC supporters broke down the radio station door, ran into the 
studio and left again without finding the NPP members.

13. 	The carrot and stick idea is a method of reward and punishment often used to persuade oth-
ers to act in a particular way. For example, a donkey can have a carrot waved in front of it to 
encourage it to move in a desired direction, while simultaneously or later being beaten with 
a stick to also persuade it to go in the same direction.
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Despite the fact that they were on the radio to debate on national politics, 
a comment about the chieftaincy led to vandalism and the threat of political 
violence. People in Tamale and Yendi told me many times that in the north you 
could not leave chieftaincy out of politics. Mr Ibrahim concluded the interview 
by saying that the ancestors were angry at this feud within the family. 

The feud would never end if the Abudus could not perform the funeral rites 
of their regent and Mr Ibrahim was convinced that the rites would never be 
performed unless the NPP was back in power. This is why it was vital for the 
Abudus to ensure an NPP election victory. Like the Bawku chieftaincy dispute 
in Upper East region, the two gates view the Ghanaian state as the authority 
most able to legitimise or refute leadership claims in Dagbon (Lund, 2003).

Tamale and Yendi election-related violence and party politics are inextri-
cably linked with the Dagbon chieftaincy dispute, dating back to the 1800s. 
Although people from both gates sometimes switch parties, and sometimes even 
swap gates, Mr Ibrahim and the five others I spoke with on this issue discuss 
the gates and their political parties interchangeably. Undoubtedly, the settling 
of election-related violence in the northern region cannot occur without the set-
tling of the Dagbon chieftaincy dispute.

Ethnicity and party politics: the case of Kumasi
As Ghana’s second city, the Kumasi metropolitan area had a population of 
2,035,064 in 2012 (GSS, 2012). Kumasi lies in the heart of Ashanti region 
towards the south of the country. It is known as the primary NPP stronghold, 
just as Volta region is considered the main NDC stronghold (Lindberg, 2005, 
p.368). In the Ashanti region, the Akan are the major ethnic group. The Ashanti 
sub-group of the Akan was the largest in the region in 2010 with a population 
of 3,449,33814. 

The second-largest group in the region are the northern Mole-Dagbani with 
525,742 people (GSS 2012). This is significant because just as the NPP is seen 
as a southern, Akan party with its stronghold in Ashanti, the Mole-Dagbani, 
who are northern and viewed by many Akans as NDC supporters, are in the 
minority. In the 2012 presidential election, NPP candidate Nana Akuffo-Addo 
received 70.86% of the vote in the Ashanti region, whereas the NDC’s John 
Dramani Mahama received 28.35%. In 2008, the NPP received 72.53% of the 
vote and the NDC 26.01%. 

These voting patterns are very common in the Ashanti region. Similar to 
the NPP in Northern region, as the minority political group in the Ashanti re-
gion NDC supporters are often targets of election-related violence and threats. 
However, unlike Northern region, party politics in Ashanti often has an ethnic 

14.	 The Akan are also the most populous group in Ghana at 47% of the population. The second-
largest group is the northern Mole-Dagbani who makes up 16.6%.
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dimension to it, and in Kumasi where there are many northern settlers this is 
no less the case.

As the second city and five or six hours’ drive from Tamale, Kumasi has 
been a major destination for many migrants from the north who are looking for 
better economic opportunities. A number of northern migrants settled in one 
of Kumasi’s deprived Zongo communities15. The Ghanaian word Zongo comes 
from the Hausa word Zango, which means an area of lodging for travellers16. 
During the colonial era, the British used Zongo to describe predominantly 
Hausa, Islamic and stranger/settler communities in the Gold Coast17. 

In Ghana today, Zongo describes people from northern Ghana (i.e. Gonjas 
and Dagombas), Burkina Faso and other predominantly Muslim groups from 
around West Africa (such as the Hausa) who form urban communities in mostly 
central and southern parts of the country18. Although Hausa is not considered 
a Ghanaian language, as a West African lingua franca it also acts as the lingua 
franca in Zongo communities across the country. 

From the early 1700s, Kumasi hosted northern Muslim traders and religious 
practitioners as doctors and scribes in the royal courts of the Ashanti kingdom. 
This group of Muslims was eventually absorbed into the Ashanti ethnic group. 
Their descendants do not view themselves as Zongos today. Northern Muslims 
who migrated to Kumasi during the early 1900s in the colonial era to work in 
the mining, farming and merchant industries first formed the Zongo communi-
ties and have remained distinct “settler” communities ever since (Schildkrout, 
2006). 

As communities without land, Zongos around central and southern Ghana 
often accuse their larger host communities (the land owners) of discrimination. 
Zongo people frequently migrate from the north to south and central Ghana 
and engage in low-paid, extremely difficult work that many host groups do not 
want to do. One of the most notorious jobs is as a kayayei. A kayayei is often a 
young female porter who works in a large market, carrying heavy loads on her 
head for a shop trader from one part of the market to another. 

This work is extremely laborious and very poorly paid. An Ashanti man and 
Kumasi resident said that people may call out “animal” to a kayayei as she walks 
past, because the task of carrying huge loads on one’s body is a task associated 
with beasts of burden. Zongo people therefore often have low status and in 

15. 	Accra is approximately 12 hours from Tamale and even further from Upper West and Upper 
East regions. Therefore, northerners may make up a significantly large group in greater Ac-
cra, but they are most populous in the Ashanti region and its capital Kumasi.

16. 	For the purposes of this study, I use the Ghanaian spelling Zongo. 
17. 	The Gold Coast was the colonial name for what would become Ghana at independence in 

1957.
18. 	Although Zongo communities exist in northern Ghana, they are not usually composed of 

northern Ghanaians but “settler” Hausa and Mossi groups from Burkina Faso.
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Kumasi, which is an NPP stronghold, the Zongo are usually regarded as NDC 
supporters because they are northerners. This sometimes leads to conflict at elec-
tion time.

Many of the perceived settler groups such as the Hausa have been in Ghana 
since the late 1800s, yet are still considered foreigners by many Ghanaians and 
the State (Schildkrout, 2006). Zongo areas are often economically deprived 
with high levels of unemployment, illiteracy and low-paid work. These are the 
factors that many informants state for why young men from Zongo areas are 
willing to resort to internal community violence on a day-to-day basis as well as 
external community violence during election time for gains. 

Interviewees frequently said that “Zongo boys” and northerners in general 
“don’t fear anything” and would be more willing to go further in undertaking 
all sorts of tasks for financial, social and political gains. Zongo communities are 
seen as “rough” areas and the various northern conflicts are frequently cited as 
examples of the “violent” nature of northerners. Thus Zongo and urban north-
ern Ghanaian cities such as Tamale are places where political leaders at the local 
and national levels (who are commonly southerners) recruit security personnel 
and macho men to disrupt elections. 

Notwithstanding their popular association with violence, the two Zongo 
community members I interviewed considered their communities as close-knit, 
with people who try to help one another (particularly in the face of discrimina-
tion from host community members). Although some Zongo ethnic groups are 
viewed as indigenous Ghanaians (such as the Dagomba or Gonja), they none-
theless have a strong imagined community (Anderson, 2006), which comprises 
a shared history based on Islam, migration from the north and border areas of 
Ghana and mutual comprehension of the Hausa language. 

Moreover, a Christian, ethnically Ewe interviewee who was originally from 
the eastern Volta region said that Zongo communities are also very accepting of 
others from different ethnic groups and religions. He had grown up in a Zongo 
community in Kumasi and considered himself to be ‒ and felt accepted by his 
community as ‒ a Zongo, particularly because he spoke Hausa. This close tie to 
one’s community, as well as the necessity of anonymity means that macho men 
are rarely recruited to disrupt the electoral process within their own communi-
ties. They are more likely to be sent to different locations around the country 
to do this. For example, a macho man from Kumasi’s Aboabo Zongo area in 
the Ashanti region may be sent to Eastern region or another part of Kumasi to 
disrupt the polls there. 
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Macho men

Macho men exist in the imagined national history (Anderson, 2006) of Gha-
naian election-related violence as thugs, who political leaders commonly hire 
during elections to snatch ballot boxes and intimidate voters at polling stations 
in various places around the country. In Ghana, the term macho man can be 
used to describe any man who enjoys working out and body-building, but those 
who are typically involved in electoral violence and intimidation are young men 
from deprived Zongo communities and northern ethnic groups. Men from eco-
nomically deprived areas frequently body-build to find work as security or land 
guards.

Macho men were originally thought of as private, unofficial land guards be-
fore they were associated with the political arena19. Every interviewee I discussed 
macho men with said that what makes the Zongo/northern areas of Ghana a 
favoured site to recruit macho men is the belief that men from these areas are 
more willing to go further and take more risks than men from outside these 
communities. My interviewees in Tamale, Kumasi, Accra and from Zongos all 
expressed the perception of physically big Zongo/northern men being hired as 
political thugs during elections. 

Since the 2012 election, a group of bodybuilders have been trying to change 
their image from political thugs to concerned citizenry (Utas, 2012b) in Ghana’s 
public domain. In January 2012, Nana Kwabena Boakye created an associa-
tion called Macho Men for Good and Justice (MMGJ). With headquarters in 
Kumasi and a membership base of more than 6,000 people around the country, 
the association’s objective is to tackle issues related to the welfare of macho men 
and Ghana as a whole.

The group aims to discourage macho men from allowing themselves to be 
used by politicians and to encourage them to be involved in positive tasks for 
the nation instead. For example, the association advocates for more employ-
ment opportunities for young body-builders, including the suggestion that they 
could be partnered with official security task forces during elections to guard 
ballot boxes. Alternatively, they could be involved in the small-scale mining or 
agricultural sectors. In a forum that Graphic Communications Ltd organised, 
Boakye stated that the cost to the lives and welfare of young macho men rarely 
significantly outweighed the gains. This has particularly been the case when 
politicians have dropped macho men once they have won power and refused to 

19.  	A land guard is typically a physically stocky man hired by landowners as informal 
bailiffs to force squatters off of landowners’ land. 
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pay them for completed work (Ghana News Agency, 2012)20. Gainful employ-
ment could play a role in diverting macho men from working for politicians and 
against the democratic process during elections. 

The MMGJ, which has assisted young men in finding work and helping with 
security during the 2012 elections, is trying to change the public image of body-
builders as trouble makers in Ghana. The case of macho men from deprived ar-
eas trying to involve themselves in elections in a positive way is a public example 
of the struggle that can ensue in new democracies where concerned citizens have 
conflicting loyalties to big men and the nation (Utas, 2012b).

Narratives of Kumasi elections
In Kumasi I interviewed a man called Alex in his early twenties who had grown 
up in a Zongo community there and recently moved from the area. Alex’s boss, 
Kwame, who is Ashanti and an NPP supporter, introduced me to him. Kwame 
also sat with us at the interview and contributed to the discussion from time to 
time. Alex classed himself as Ewe (originally from the Volta region), however, 
he strongly identified with the northerners he grew up with in the Zongo com-
munity and could speak Hausa, the Zongo lingua franca. 

Alex was an NDC supporter but was cynical about politicians in general, 
saying that “they are all the same”. He did not vote in 2012 because he had 
travelled away from where he was registered. He had not heard about or seen 
any violence. Our conversation then turned to macho men and the Zongo com-
munity.

CA: “Do you know anything about these macho men? Do you know where they are 
coming from most of the time?”

Alex:  “You know in this country there is some people they call land guards… They 
used to lift metals [weights] and build their bodies for such work.”

CA: “Are they official in anyway?”

Alex: “No. They are the same people that, when it gets to election time, people go and 
hire them and take ballot boxes where they feel they cannot win. They lift weights for 
work. If they lift weights and they are big you fear them, so macho men…It is only 
this election that they formed a group and they came out that they are going to protect 
the election… You see their symbols on their cars.”

Kwame: “My friend you saw, the NPP came at a particular time and asked him to 
be a macho man, a body guard. A member who associates with the MP came and 

20.	 In 2012, the winner of TV3’s body-building competition Ghana’s Strongest Man, Faisal Al-
hassan, also spoke about his desire to work with young macho men. Alhassan, who is from 
the city of Wa in Upper West region (one of the two northern regions bordering Burkina 
Faso) said that he wanted to educate youths, and especially macho men, to refrain from al-
lowing politicians to use them in elections. He launched his “Operation Violent Free 2012 
Elections” [sic] in Wa in 2012 (Alhassan, 2011). 
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asked him to work as a macho man. If you can help them when they win you can 
become their security.”

Earlier that afternoon when walking with Kwame, he had come across a tall, 
stocky friend of his whom he had greeted in the street. This example reflects 
how tall, stocky men can be randomly approached by a party member with links 
to an MP. However, this kind of random selection of macho men is not always 
how MPs recruit21.

CA: “Where can you find macho men?”

Alex: “You can find them through gym; you can find them through someone who 
knows them. Maybe If I know one macho man and you come and see me that, 
Chale22, I want you and your guys to do so sososo23 for me. Because we fear the body-
builders so far as they have been put in the place that they should protect that place, 
you will not even go there.”

CA: “What is the social background of many macho men? Where are they often 
coming from?”

Alex: “I would say a lot of them are coming from the [Zongo] community… It’s from 
infancy we know that they are the people who do not fear anything. It’s been made 
to an extent that we believe it and they have proven us right, too…There are places 
that you will send me I would not go, the Zongo guy he would go.”

Given that Zongo communities were predominantly northern and vote NDC, I 
was interested to know if most macho men ‒ who are often recruited from these 
areas ‒ would be willing to work for the NPP. 

CA: “Can an NPP person go and say ‘Come and be my macho man’?”

Alex: “They will go, even if the person is a strong NDC member. If he does not get 
what he wants from NDC, from people from NDC camp, he will go. One interesting 
thing is that, when you get to the Zongo community, the NDC are more. You’ ll find 
NPP too but they will not fight.”

Kwame: “No they will not fight, but if they want to fight they’ ll bring another from 
another Zongo community…They go outside and do that [fight], they do not do it 
within their own community.”

Kwame here highlights the tactics of politicians recruiting macho men from a 
particular area and sending them to a polling station in another town or part of 
the country to cause havoc. Alex pointed out that most macho men are Muslims 
“and you know so far as they are Muslims they form themselves as one”. Thus, 

21. 	See Appendix 1 for an example of how an “honourable” recruits a macho man.
22. 	Chale is Ghanaian slang that can be translated as ”mate” or “man” in English
23.	 Sososo Can be translated as do “different things” or do “this, this and this”
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though Macho men may go to different areas to cause problems, they are loyal 
to their own particular communities. 

CA: “Which politicians or party leaders go and get these macho men?”

Kwame: “It can be anybody, but actually they always depend on local people like us 
because once they have names, they have positions, so they will often consult people 
like us.”

Earlier that day in Kumasi I had also interviewed the NPP co-ordinator for the 
Subin constituency in Kumasi central, Mr Yeboah, who had spoken about the 
activities of macho men during elections. Mr Yeboah is an Ashanti man in his 
fifties. He  had observed a calm election in 2012. Of the four interviewees I 
asked about why they felt elections were largely peaceful that year, I was usually 
given a reason why it had not been peaceful in previous years, rather than why it 
was peaceful in 2012. Peace seemed to be something that was expected.

According to Mr Yeboah, the reason for the 2012 peace was that there was 
no tense run-off and people did not want a similar level of tension to 2008 and 
2004. The biometric voting system also made it pointless for people to try to reg-
ister and vote multiple times, leading to one reason why less violent incidences 
occurred. During the 2004 and 2008 elections, Mr Yeboah’s area of Subin ex-
perienced cases of ballot box-snatching by macho men on motorcycles.

According to Mr Yeboah, in one case, a macho man had started an argument 
with a voter at the polling station and slapped that person for no reason, making 
everybody turn their attention to the commotion. A second macho man then 
rode past on a motorbike24 and snatched a ballot box. That particular polling 
station only had one police officer guarding it who was outnumbered by macho 
men. The result of this kind of situation is that potential voters may become 
scared over the events at the polling station, leave the queue and not return to 
vote.

Mr Yeboah said that this kind of scenario typically happened in strongholds 
where one of the two large parties did not feel it could win. They would conse-
quently engineer a plan to snatch a ballot box to have the polling station voided 

24.	 Motorbikes have a strong negative association with political violence and disruption in 
Ghana, because a rider can rapidly go to a location, cause mayhem and easily get away. 
Cars are the most common method of transport in the south, whereas motorbikes are more 
frequently used in the north. Young men on motorbikes causing trouble is a common image 
described by interviewees. Men on motorbikes were said to snatch ballot boxes at polling sta-
tions, ride through towns and have occasional confrontations in the street with one another 
when they were working for political parties. This image of menacing men on motorbikes 
has taken on such serious dimensions that in the northern town of Bawku, where conflict 
has endured for more than 50 years (Aganah, 2008), men have been banned from riding 
motorbikes. A Bawku student of mine said that if a person visits Bawku now, where few 
people own non-commercial vehicles, they would see only women on motorbikes and men 
mostly on bicycles (Daily Guide, 2010).
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or the ballot box tampered with. Another incident that occurred in Subin hap-
pened while Mr Yeboah was counting ballot papers at the St Paul’s school in a 
crowd of people. Stones were thrown into the crowd and one hit Mr Yeboah on 
the head. The polling station was in a mixed area, however, the NPP had a slight 
majority.

Although it faces similar problems with macho men as in many parts of the 
country, as an Ashanti stronghold Kumasi’s political environment has an ethnic 
colouring that seems more pronounced than in Accra. The following case clearly 
illustrates the ethnic dimensions of politics in the Ashanti region. Joe is a stu-
dent at the Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology (KNUST) 
in Kumasi, the nation’s foremost university that specialises in the sciences. 

Joe is studying agricultural science and is in his final year of an undergradu-
ate degree. He grew up outside Kumasi and has lived in Kumasi as a student for 
four years. He did not have time to meet me while I was in Kumasi, but agreed 
to a telephone interview instead. He became a card-carrying NDC party mem-
ber six months ago and now says that his “heart is for the party.”

Joe stated that earlier in his life, he had not been interested in being active 
in politics. His mother was an NDC supporter and his father an NPP man. 
He grew up in the Ashanti homeland as an Ashanti and always preferred the 
NPP, like his father’s family. Joe said that he had been brought up like a “typical 
Ashanti”, always thinking that his ethnic group was the best and that northern-
ers were bad people who were always involved in “fetishism and other ungodly, 
wicked things”. 

Joe explained that people often split up and grouped themselves together 
by region at KNUST. Even when group assignments were given during class, 
Ashantis usually wanted to work together, and northerners also worked togeth-
er. As a minority group in a southern majority university, northern students 
consequently started social groups, such as a Muslim and northern association 
to “encourage themselves”. With time, Joe started to become friends with some 
northerners and realised that they were not all bad.

Following a violent encounter with the NPP one day, Joe eventually decided 
to switch from the NPP and become an NDC supporter. During the heated 
2008 elections, Joe had voted for the NPP in the first round. Before the country 
went to the run-off round, soldiers visited his house. The soldiers said that they 
had had a tip-off from somebody that Joe’s grandfather had sent macho men 
to stay at Joe’s house and that they were there to snatch ballot boxes during 
the election run-off. Even though Joe’s father was a known NPP supporter, his 
NDC mother’s side of the family had raised the authorities’ suspicions. 

Joe’s maternal grandfather is a relative of the mother of former NDC presi-
dent Jerry John Rawlings (1993–2001) and had previously held a ministerial 
position in the Rawlings government. The soldiers proceeded to ransack Joe’s 
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house, looking for macho men, and slapped Joe in the face. Joe said that he had 
always been taught that northerners were violent “but the slap I received showed 
how the NPP could be violent.”

After this incident in 2008, Joe decided to start supporting the NDC. This 
was not because he felt that the NDC was necessarily a better party than the 
NPP; in fact, Joe had felt that they were both as bad as one another and neither 
would make major improvements to Ghana. Yet with his grandfather’s contacts, 
and since people assumed that he was an NDC member anyway, Joe reasoned 
that he may as well join the NDC and try to personally benefit from them 
through his grandfather.

Joe also spoke of violent incidents he had heard about in Kumasi after elec-
tions. A small crowd of NDC supporters were celebrating in a street in Kumasi 
the day after the elections. An NPP supporter who was driving a car told them 
to get off the road or he would run them over. They did not stop and the driver 
knocked three people over. One person died and two were sent to hospital but 
recovered. Joe said that the man is now in prison.

An NDC shop assistant was sacked by her NPP employer after she was found 
celebrating the NDC win at work. An NDC woman told Joe that her NPP susu 
colleagues would no longer allow her to take part in their susu because the NDC 
had won the elections fraudulently. Currently the NPP is taking the electoral 
commission and the NDC to court on charges of electoral fraud. There is a general 
feeling among NPP supporters that they have been cheated out of the presidency.

Despite all of these reported incidents, Joe was generally happy with how the 
elections went and felt that they had been very peaceful and much better than 
in 2008. He said that the biometric voting system was the main thing that had 
made things smoother and stopped the parties from ballot stuffing.

The case of Greater Accra
Greater Accra’s population totalled 4,010,054 in 2010 (GSS, 2012). At the gen-
erally peaceful 2012 election, much of the politically motivated violence in Gha-
na happened in Accra. The democratic credentials of the NDC and the police 
were called into question when police in full riot gear raided an NPP office in 
central Accra on 10th December 2012. A group of NPP supporters had been 
conducting forensic audits of the elections. The NPP was gathering evidence 
for a court case it was bringing against President John Dramani Mahama for 
electoral fraud. 

On 12 December, the police issued a statement that they had searched the 
NPP office because they had received a tip-off that a group of macho men were 
storing weapons in a house. The NPP claimed that the police had taken impor-
tant documents and laptops away with them, but the police said that they had 
not taken anything away (Myjoyonline.com, 2012). The NPP maintained that 
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this incident had been a government ploy to try to intimidate NPP members 
and take important data and files that the NPP would use to build a court case 
against Mahama. This story was discussed in the media for a few days before it 
died down. The media are now following the court case between the NDC and 
the NPP.

The day before the police search, a man wearing an NDC t-shirt was stabbed 
during an NPP post-election demonstration at Kwame Nkrumah Circle. Dem-
onstrators were protesting about the election results, which had been announced 
on 9 December confirming that Mahama had won the presidency. The actual 
events leading up to the stabbing are not known (Gadugah, 2012). 

John Arday was among the demonstrators. John is an NPP coordinator of 
“party foot soldiers” as he calls them. In interview he said that he had not seen 
the stabbing and thought it may not even have been an NDC man that was 
stabbed. He said that there was no evidence that the man was wearing an NDC 
t-shirt and that it was probably just an NDC ploy to make the NPP look as 
violent as the NDC were.

John is a strong NPP supporter and was eager to discuss the work of coordi-
nators. According to John, “foot soldiers” is the term big men use to denote the 
rank and file supporters of their parties. John believed that foot soldiers were 
the “strong-bone” and the “roots” because they make up the majority in a party. 
Foot soldiers typically make up the mass of supporters at party rallies and public 
demonstrations. This rank and file usually consists of less-educated men, in the 
main, who are unemployed or work in low-paid occupations such as masonry, 
carpentry and taxi driving. 

John usually coordinates this group of people. He said that a foot soldier co-
ordinator could be a person who has gained the trust and friendship of an MP or 
other party big man. The coordinator may help the MP in many different ways, 
from fixing things around the house to doing odd jobs for him. John himself 
got to know a top-ranking NPP politician (he would not say who) through an 
elderly friend of his. With this introduction, John began doing odd jobs and 
running errands for the politician. 

John came to know the big man well and became a trusted ally. Once the 
politician knew that John had links to many people in town, such as the un-
employed, taxi drivers, masons and so on he became the politician’s main coor-
dinator, particularly of young men in the area. John said that coordinators are 
not always illiterate; they may have a senior high school education, but that is 
usually their highest qualification.

Coordinators bring people together for rallies, demonstrations and meetings 
via word-of-mouth and receive political largesse to distribute among the foot 
soldiers. Coordinators may themselves occasionally help foot soldiers when they 
are financially constrained. If their party comes into power, coordinators may 
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also help foot soldiers into public jobs such as the police and fire services, which 
require little educational qualifications to enter. 

MPs and top politicians sometimes give money to coordinators and foot sol-
diers to call into radio talk shows to defend the party. MPs at times forge direct 
links with a few foot soldiers in their constituency by paying their children’s 
school fees, for example. This makes those receiving the money loyally defend 
the MP, whether the MP is in the right or wrong, since their own welfare de-
pends on the MP’s success.

Nevertheless, John wanted me to know that foot soldiers do not necessarily 
need to be given money to gain their loyalty. He made it clear that an MP sim-
ply could not pay everybody and the scraps of largesse a common foot soldier 
received would rarely amount to much. John explained that if foot soldiers saw 
that an MP was really working towards providing even one important facility to 
the community (e.g. electricity, a school, a hospital) then they would remember 
this for many years to come.

Wherever they go, high-ranking politicians may have different coordinators 
to do things for them, such as provide security for the venue they may speak 
at and mobilise people for them to give speeches to audiences. However, it is 
not always easy for MPs to control coordinators and foot soldiers, and they do 
not always get what they want from them. If MPs are not generous enough in 
distributing money among constituents or do nothing to improve or visit their 
constituency, foot soldiers and coordinators may back their own independent 
candidate to stand against the MP. 

Demonstrations such as the ones that took place in Accra and Kumasi were 
partly organised by coordinators such as John. John said that violence at these 
mass gatherings is often unorganised (meaning that they happened spontane-
ously), were difficult to control and strongly depend on the attitude of the foot 
soldiers as to whether or not a demonstration stays peaceful.

Instability in employment: the civil service and business people in Accra
It is not only the poorest groups in Ghana who stake their livelihoods on politi-
cal outcomes. The risk of losing work is high among the middle classes who are 
employed in the public and private sectors if somebody’s favoured party does not 
come to power. Regina is from an upper-middle class background. She told me 
about the experiences of her father and her mother’s friend, who were both civil 
servants working in top managerial positions and knew that retaining their jobs 
depended on politics.

When the NDC regained power in 2008, Regina’s father was given the posi-
tion of director in one of the largest civil service departments in the country. If 
the NDC lost in 2012, Regina and her family were scared that her father would 
lose his job. Regina’s father told her that if you gained a civil service position 
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through politics, then you would most likely be replaced if another political 
party gained power. 

Those who worked their way up through the ranks could often remain in 
high managerial positions, though they would have fierce competition from ex-
ternally recruited employees such as Regina’s father. This is because those who 
had helped the party with financial contributions to its campaigns needed to 
be reimbursed through highly paid jobs. The political sacking of civil servants 
became very high profile when in 2000 the NPP under John Kufuor won the 
presidency following 19 years under Rawlings.

The friend of Regina’s mother worked in the Ministry of Finance at the time 
and lost her job soon after. Regina explained:

“They maintained their civil servants in their position until sensitive information 
leaked out about the budget…They sacked people who had access to the information 
who were not loyal or an NPP… They were competent, that’s why they maintained 
them, but the leaking of information was the problem.”

The NPP saw the leaking of information as a deliberate political act of sabotage 
by NDC supporters who had been working under the NDC government for 
many years. The NPP replaced many workers with civil servants who were sym-
pathetic to the party. Here, national politics not only affected workers in high-
ranking positions, but also those working in secretarial positions. Although the 
sacking of lower-ranking civil servants is rare, special circumstances such as this 
can arise and threaten them too.

Fortunately for Regina’s mother’s friend, when the NDC regained the presi-
dency in 2008, she was able to find government-related work again: her em-
ployer got a contract from the NDC and asked her to work with him on it. 
In common with presidential/parliamentary work, the high level of instability 
within the civil service at the top ranks means that many people working in 
this sector want to take their slice of the national cake while they can, before 
the party loses power (Bayart, 1993), particularly when they have debts to repay 
from election campaigns.

The civil service is not the only sector at risk when the government changes 
hands. John Osei is a wealthy businessman who works in the shipping sector in 
Tema, Greater Accra, and has sometimes lost business because of politics. De-
spite the fact that he has a preferred party, he claims that like many other busi-
ness people, he tries to stay out of politics because you could lose your business 
as soon as a party you do not belong to comes to power. Mr Osei also felt that 
the NPP started “polarisation” during their eight-year rule when they took over 
from Rawlings and the NDC. Mr Osei had initially voted for the NPP to get 
into power because he had wanted a change from NDC rule, but later regretted 
his decision:
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“Nationalists like us decided that it was time for NPP also to come... I’m a victim 
of it, myself sitting down here. When they don’t see you in their party papers, you 
don’t belong to them, you are NDC so they should spoil your business. Let’s assume 
like me... In Tema oil refinery, I was their biggest supplier. I supplied them most of 
their things and everything… Their pipings, materials. Everything I supplied them. 
I was one of their biggest suppliers. The record is there. They thought I was an NDC 
and blacklisted me!”

When workers at the oil refinery were unable to find the materials they needed 
with their preferred suppliers, they went to buy them from Mr Osei. During one 
visit to Mr Osei the buyers from the oil refinery told him that he had been black-
listed by their superiors and they felt it was unfair that their management was 
doing this to him. Mr Osei believes that the NPP started the kind of nepotism 
in Ghana wherein people lost jobs and business with the change of government: 
“When Rawlings was removed out of power, or let’s say NDC was removed out 
of power, this is what they brought in! Polarisation! This is what [happened] 
from 2000 to 2008!”

When job insecurity increases during elections, people have a greater stake 
in ensuring that their party wins at all costs. This can affect the democratic pro-
cess, because the middle classes can also be in positions of responsibility during 
elections: they can act as election observers and in counting rooms, for example. 
When someone’s livelihood depends on the outcome of elections, ensuring that 
the election process is free and fair may sometimes come into conflict with one’s 
immediate need to remain employed and provide for one’s family.
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Concluding remarks

I have studied election-related violence in three different regions in Ghana 
(Greater Accra, Yendi/Tamale and Kumasi) to try to explore the dynamics and 
possible causes of violence during elections in the country.

 
Causes of violence
Despite the similarities between the three selected localities when it comes to 
election-related violence, there are also important differences. In Yendi/Tamale, 
chieftaincy cannot be separated from elections and election-related violence. 
The most severe violence took place in Yendi, where the Ya-Naa of Dagbon was 
killed in 2002. Whether or not the NPP government was involved on the side of 
the Abudus as the Andani gate asserts, the claim that the NPP/Abudu alignment 
led to the death of the Ya-Naa Andani has led to fierce political rivalry between 
the two gates. 

This rivalry has often been expressed during election periods. As Mr Ibrahim 
and an Andani interviewee said, the conflict in the north cannot be resolved if 
the chieftaincy dispute is left unresolved. If gates continue to be tied to par-
ticular political parties in exchange for votes and general political support, it is 
difficult to imagine how the cycle of intra-ethnic violence during elections in 
Dagbon could come to an end. The solution may perhaps lie in a more locally 
based reconciliation effort.

In contrast to the Northern region’s intra-ethnic conflict, Kumasi’s politics 
hints at very strong divisions between ethnic groups. Ethnicity and politics is 
more pronounced than in the north; the NPP is seen as an ethnic-Ashanti party 
and the NDC as a northern/Ewe party. The voting patterns in the Ashanti and 
Volta regions have confirmed these regions as solid strongholds of the NPP and 
NDC respectively. Violence and tensions have seemingly often erupted when 
the minority NDC supporters openly celebrated an NDC win. Violence usually 
comes in the form of intimidation of minority supporters by an NPP majority. 

In Accra, no interviewee discussed ethnicity unless it was in a very general way 
and with reference to the country as a whole. Ethnicity and electoral violence, 
however, was not related to the city at all. A violent incident between party youth 
wings was the most serious form of violence that the media reported in the Greater 
Accra region, when a man was stabbed during an NPP demonstration. 

It is not only poor youths who can disrupt the democratic process. In Accra, 
where most of the high-ranking public sector positions and lucrative businesses 
are located, middle-class adults also feel at risk when the government changes 
hands. This causes people to understand elections as a highly risky process that 
could end in the loss of jobs and business. For the middle classes, elections then 
become something that must be won at all costs.
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Perpetrators of violence
The main pattern found was that young men from northern backgrounds 
(whether directly from the north or Zongo communities) are frequently said 
to be the first choice for politicians to use to perpetrate the most violent acts 
during elections. Northern Ghana is often relegated to the status of a backwa-
ter: undeveloped, unimportant, wild and backward. Yet northerners have a very 
strong presence in the imaginations of Ghanaians when they speak of politics 
and violence. Zongo/northern macho men are portrayed as willing to take the 
risk of snatching ballot boxes and causing mayhem at polling stations. 

Macho men are sent from their own areas to other locations around the 
country to disrupt elections. This helps these men maintain a certain level of 
anonymity when carrying out illegal acts. However, an organisation such as 
Macho Men for Good and Justice shows that since 2012 some macho men have 
been trying to alter their public image to present themselves as concerned citi-
zens.

The role of big men in violence
Rarely the direct perpetrators of violence themselves, local MPs are frequently 
cited as a group that create space for violence. This group is mostly responsible 
for organised violence on Election Day and during voter registration. MPs have 
strong links with national political parties, party youth/youth coordinators, and 
local authorities. Mr Ibrahim in Tamale illustrated how MPs were very active in 
working between local constituents/youth, their political party and authorities 
such as the police to keep some of their “boys” from being charged with a crime. 
Local MPs are certainly crucial to organised violent conflict during elections 
and further research into electoral violence in Ghana should include interviews 
with either them or MPs currently out of power.

The most promising area to explore in further research would be the Yendi/
Tamale conflict, because of its complex links with chieftaincy, politics, kinship, 
urban/rural dynamics of conflict and the occurrence of election-related violence 
outside of election years. Though violence is always regional, the conflicts in the 
north seem to pose the highest security risk in the country. Because conflicts 
such as Yendi/Tamale are never really resolved, elections open a window for 
violence. Trying to further understand the Yendi/Tamale problem in relation 
to election-related violence offers a fruitful way to understand how Ghana can 
experience election-related violence but at the same time work towards the con-
solidation of democracy.
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Appendix 1

The short story and commentary below has been taken from a newsreel blog 
post by a journalist, Seth Bokpe (2012). I attempted to get the story directly 
from the source stated in the post, The Daily Graphic newspaper, but to no avail. 
However, I have included the post because it gives a detailed depiction of the 
experiences of macho men during elections and could be a very insightful peace 
once the credibility and origin of the source has been identified.

	
When Machomen are Let Loose... 
It is a hot afternoon on December 7, 2004. The sticky hot air notwithstanding, long 
queue of voters snake across the dusty school park, anxiety written over their faces.

Not far away, Mad Lion, the leader of the muscled men, sits restlessly on the edge of the 
concrete pillar holding up the wooden bridge. He chuckles to himself with satisfaction 
as he monitors the rowdy behaviour of the group he calls “The Boys”.

Occasionally, they would stop a voter suspected to likely cast the ballot for the party 
they are opposed to. Angered or intimidated, the potential voter would turn around 
and head home. The few brave ones who dared to ask questions get away with a blood-
ied mouth or a twisted arm.

Mad Lion would occasionally intervene but not without advising the victim to vote for 
‘ honourable,’ his preferred candidate.

That is not all, electoral officers are occasionally forced to allow some voters to jump the 
queue.  With shirts off and their bulging muscles on display, the strictest presiding of-
ficer snaps to attention to carry out the order.

The night before, Mad Lion had met ‘ honourable’ behind the scenes to sort out what is 
due ‘The Boys’. The election was down to the wire and “honourable’s” image has seen a 
downward trend since the last election. His sense of optimism has developed wings.

“Listen, this race is stiff; I want you to concentrate on the list I have given you. Go to 
those polling stations and muddy the waters as much as you can. If possible snatch one 
or two ballot boxes before the counting begins.”

“There will be a team waiting for you right under the overpass, swap the contents of the 
box and later abandon it where they can easily see it.”

“Lion, remember no mistakes. I will try as much as possible to cover you guys, but if 
you make any grievous mistakes, you are on your own. Here is half of the cash I prom-
ised,” “honourable” said wiping the film of sweat dripping down his brow.
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Mad Lion pulls out the wad of cash from the polythene bag, sniffs it with some air of 
satisfaction, he drops the cash back into his pocket and put up a pensive face.

With the cash in his pocket, he looks honourable in the face and stammers, “ho-ho-
honourable, this one is baaack pay for fu-fu-four yeeeears ago. After the job, we no see 
you again. If you no pay for this year, we no go do the job.”

Honourable shocked at the turn of events punched his right palm with a clenched left 
fist. He removes his cap, pulls out his handkerchief and mops his face. Then, a willy[sic] 
grin crosses his face before he spoke, “Lion listen, I will do you guys fine, I promise. 
Four years ago, I spent so much the pocket dried after the elections. Listen I will take 
care of you later and I mean it. You know me.”

To that, Mad Lion shakes his head and mumbles, “Honourable, you said that in 1996 
and all those boys think say, I collect the money den chop. You no see seyibi different 
boys I dey use now?”

With a defeated demeanour, the MP dips his hand into his pocket and strikes Lion on 
the chest with wads of cash that scatters on the floor. Casting his eyes around, as if his 
location was a forbidden one, he walked out of the uncompleted gym full of car rims 
disgimsed [sic] as weightlifting equipment.

That night lubricated with a few bottles of beer, The Boys planned their strategy to in-
timidate and cause chaos at not less [sic] 10 polling stations.

Just about 20 minutes’ walk from Mad Lion’s meeting base, another group of lawless 
boys are planning a similar campaign with honourable’s main opponent.

Back to the polling station, Roberta Kekeli, a Polling Assistant, is checking names of 
voters with fear determining every step. “I am frightened because trouble is not far 
away,” she said looking around at the rowdy squad of muscled youth.

The polling station had been promised a security person, but by mid-afternoon none of 
Accra’s finest had bothered to show up.

Trouble’s ugly head appeared when two young men walked to the polling station, 
jumped the queue, voted but refused to leave the station.

At that moment, Mad Lion nodded to a tall heavily-bearded young man in shorts. The 
rascal walked quietly over to the Presidential ballot box, picked it and jumped onto a 
motorbike and disappeared.

Another person dashed to the parliamentary ballot box but met resistance from one of 
the three young men. A melee ensued between The Boys and young men who by now 
have increased in numbers. The struggle over the ballot boxes continued as if their very 
lives depended on it.
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With everyone pushing and shoving but never crossing that fine line into full-fledge 
[sic] brawl, the electoral officials stared in disbelieve[sic]. Half-hearted voters chorused 
“no macho men,” but this vaporised as soon as Mad Lion jumped from his sitting posi-
tion, chest out and with calculated heavy steps began to move close to the commotion.

Just when all hope of avoiding [sic] punch-up was vanishing in the hot afternoon air, a 
van pulled up and emptied a dozen policemen.

As if with[sic] on cue, the shouting immediately died, the macho men dispersed, and 
the voters snapped into a disciplined line.

A bulky-looking officer screamed at his men to take position. A few minutes later, total 
order was restored and voting business continued with Roberta and his colleagues now 
at ease.

The policemen pranced around for a few minutes before returning to their vehicles in 
preparation to depart.

“The scenario above is not far from real as it is a real life story shared with The Daily 
Graphic by a Macho man who only asked to be called Mad Lion.”

“25At the centre of the reported cases of violence and intimidation, which is 
burning the country’s electoral integrity at the stake, are allegations of well-
bimlt[sic] or muscled young men popularly referred to as ‘Machos’ in Ghana 
parading electoral areas during elections for reasons best known to particu-
larly the two strongest political parties–the National Democratic Congress 
and the New Patriotic Party.”

These thugs sprung from relative obscurity and became part of the country’s 
political sphere at the dawn of the Fourth Republic. The phenomenon has 
become so engraved in the country’s electoral culture that, during the 2004, 
2008 and subsequent by-elections, macho men became endangered species, 
with callers to radio phone-in programmes openly declaring that they would 
organise to ‘deal’ with any macho man seen around polling stations.

The NDC and the NPP were also at each other’s throat for engaging the 
‘muscle-men’ during the 2008 general election and by-elections held after-
ward with the current MP for Assin North, Mr. Kennedy Agyepong, alleged 
to have openly said he engaged a thousand muscled men in 2008 to protect 
the interest of the party.

Supporters of the parties in attempts to rationalise the engagement of these 
characters have linked it to attempts by the two parties to increase their 
presence on the ground to protect the ballots, but the result has always been 
chaos.

25. 	This bolded section is the comments of the blogger, Seth Bokpe, on Mad Lion’s story.
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It is in the light of these that the decision of Machomen for Good and Justice, 
an association of body builders, to adopt a stance against violence and in-
timidation in the electoral process should be applauded.

From their own gruelling accounts, many of their colleagues from 1992 have 
either been killed or maimed. But their paymasters always avoid them right 
after the elections.

While it will be difficult to control all these people, the commitment of a few 
to ensuring that the election is free of intimidation would breathe more air of 
confidence into the process.

Nana Osei, a member of the association, aptly summarised what many of us 
feel about Macho men who channel their energy into nothing but elections, ‘I 
am saddened when people say Ghanaian Macho men are stealing ballot boxes 
when their colleagues elsewhere are winning Olympic medals.’”
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