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THE SOCIAL FOUNDATIONS OF PARTISANSHIP IN GHANA 

By

Kevin S. Fridy 

May 2007 

Chair: Goran Hyden 

Major: Political Science 

“‘We Only Vote but Do Not Know:’ The Social Foundations of Partisanship in Ghana” 

focuses on the relationship between social cleavages and political parties in Ghana. In the decade 

following independence Africanist scholars, influenced by modernization theories, were keen to 

characterize the fledgling party systems they found as prone to sectional political cleavages 

given electorates comprised primarily of illiterate peasants. The popular prescription of the day 

was urban-dominated nationalizing parties at the cost of competition. When the “third wave” 

washed over African shores more than a quarter century later scholars began to look at the role 

political parties’ play in politics but have done so without much recognition of the past debate. 

Instead there is a tendency to focus on party organizations as merely players within formal 

electoral institutions. My study tries to capture the nuanced social analysis that marks the earlier 

Africanist discourse in political science while simultaneously acknowledging and learning from 

contemporary scholarship. 

Rather than assuming that parties organized along Gemeinschaft social cleavage lines are 

bad and those organized along Gesellschaft lines are good or that politically-mobilized identities 

are fixed social realities as did so many of the early Africanist scholars, my study allows for 

flexible hypothesis generation. Two research questions guide this exercise. First, what types of 
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social cleavages undergird the Ghanaian party system? To answer this question election results 

are mapped and several regressions are run using district-level socioeconomic and sectional 

indicators from the 2000 census to predict electoral outcomes. The results of this analysis 

suggest that ethnicity is the driving force behind Ghanaian partisanship, but not in the zero-sum 

way that the early Africanist scholars studying parties predicted. The New Patriotic Party (NPP) 

tends to dominate in Asante regions and the National Democratic Congress (NDC) in Ewe areas 

regardless of socio-economic characteristics but these two ethnic groups make up slightly less 

than 30% of the total Ghanaian population. In order to determine how the more than 70% of 

Ghana’s population not self-identified as Asante or Ewe view the two dominant political parties, 

a complementary “cognitive shortcut” survey was administered in three disparate constituencies. 

Results from this survey suggest that voters not self-identifying as either Asante or Ewe still 

view Ghana’s party system as cleaved along the described ethnic lines, but vote for either the 

“Asante” party or the “Ewe” party based largely on specific localized political disputes. 

As a follow-up question, my study asks what actors, events, and/or social structures led to 

these particular cleavages being mobilized in lieu of other potential cleavage structures? Unlike 

the generators of party systems in Europe described by Lipset and Rokkan as “revolutions,” the 

Asante/Ewe political cleavage was created through a number of fits and starts. These identities 

became politically salient independently as reactions to Nkrumah’s “nationalizing” government. 

The Asante identity, presented by the National Liberation Movement (NLM), drew upon 

symbols of Asante defiance from their drawn-out war with the British. The Ewe identity, 

presented by the Togoland Congress (TC), was fomented by Ewe-speakers’ peculiar position in a 

UN-mandated territory ceded to the British after Germany’s defeat in World War I, and more 

importantly the colonial and Nkrumah governments’ reactions to their claims. When Nkrumah 
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was deposed, these two formerly aligned political groups had the cultural and organizational 

tools to fill the political void and present voters with oppositional forces across the subsequent 

three republics. 


