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ABSTRACT 

The Bulsa's cosmovision helps to define, transform and recreate their 

world. It is important, therefore, that agents of development understand the 

cosmologica! and historical contexts within which the Bulsa conduct their 

socio-cultural, economic and political lives, if their interventions are to yield 

intended results. The close link between humans, nature, spirituality and 

materiality makes cosmological context critical in understanding the rationale 

behind Bulsa use and management of resources, and their attitude towards 

external technologies and practices. 

In order to enhance the basis for efficacious policy interventions, this 

dissertation investigates the cosmological context within which Bulsa conduct 

their socio-cultural, economic and other resources. It also analyzes how their 

cosmology intersects with various historical factors (including colonialism and 

Christianity) and modem policies to shape land use conservation regimes. 

Within the context of the search for community conservation initiatives, 

the study d iscusses key elements of Bulsa institutions, knowledge systems 

and ecological worldviews in relation to the natural, social and spiritual 

worlds. It documents Bulsa socio-cultural economic and political life within the 

context of their cosmology. While many national and international factors and 

policies influence Bulsa land use resource management, their cosmovision is 

the cardinal grid through which the society response to these external 

influences and interventions. 

Specifically, the dissertation interrogates conventional approaches to 

development, and challenges scholars and development agencies to think 

about the complexities of development, especially in terms of recognizing and 

responding to local stakeholders, cultural gaps, and differences in knowledge 

systems. It concludes by underscoring the need for development agencies 

and policy-making institutions to pay serious attention to cosmovision in the 

design and implementation of land use and resource management programs 

among the Bulsa. 
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1 

CHAPTER 1 : MODELS AND OVERVIEW OF THE 
DISSERTATION 

1.1. COSMOVISION 

Cosmovision1 including spirituality, an essential facet of reality in most 

traditional societies is a critical element in development intervention. Context 

shapes perspective, meaning, interpretation and perception of events and 

actions. Cosmovision provides contextual in-depth analysis of how small-

scale societies conduct their lives including the use and management of 

resources. This means that for development agencies to understand how 

local people use and conserve resources, and to incorporate social context 

into development intervention programs including technological transfer, they 

urgently need to understand how these societies articulate with the 

environment at both the socio-cultural (including spirituality and cosmic 

consciousness) and physical levels. In recent times, several scholars and 

development practitioners (Toon 1998; Warren et al 1995; Huizer 1995,1991; 

Berchem 1994; Dersman 1991; Frechione 1989) note that the systems of 

thought of small-scale societies play a cardinal role in sustainable use and 

management of resources. Toon in particular makes a strong argument that 

understanding cosmovision including spirituality is a prerequisite and a critical 

element to any successful implementation of external development 

intervention in small-scale societies. 

1 The word cosmos is Greek word meaning people or world in the English sense depending 
on context. Cosmovision is a very inclusive term. Almost every culture present or past has, or 
has had its worldview or cosmovision. Western science has evolved a cosmovision very 
different from all other human cultures, though it has become the one most influential in the 
world. Western science sees life and consciousness only in biological and physical creatures. 
It also narrows down "reality" to what can be tested and measured scientifically. This 
excludes from its reality, gods, soul, spirit, dream experience, thoughts, feelings, values, 
passions, enlightenment experiences and many other aspects of consciousness beyond their 
physiological correlates. The term cosmovision is almost as the same as world views or 
systems of thought, except that the former puts a lot more emphases on spirituality as the 
building block of traditional societies' systems of thought. 
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Since 1995, and especially with the publication of the T h e Cultural 

Dimension of Developmenf, a collection of papers edited by Warren et a l . 

(1995), there has been a surging interest in local knowledge systems and 

institutions in development research and practice. Despite this increasing 

interest in the role of local knowledge and institutions in local development 

and resource management shown by scholars and practitioners, cosmovision 

has remained an elusive if not a problematic concept in development 

research and intervention. Toon van Eijk (1998) and Haverkort and Millar 

(1992) note that scholars who recognise the cardinal role of traditional 

institutions and knowledge systems in local development tend to pay little 

attention to the cosmologica! context that helps to produce and shapes these 

institutions and knowledge systems. 

A major challenge that many scholars working in the area of traditional 

knowledge systems and institutions continue to face is whether conventional 

science, with its quantitative tools, is able to validate cosmovision in resource 

management practices (Warren et al. 1995; Alcorn 1992; Altieri 1987; 

Andriamampianina 1992). Warren et al. (1995) aptly note that the major 

challenge that many scholars and practitioners face is how to bridge the 

conceptual chasms between two woridviews (scientific and traditional) and to 

integrate cosmovision into development programs. They admit that 

developing a dialogue between Western science and ethnoscience, and 

looking for synergy through an open dialogue from these two diverging 

woridviews, remains one of the fundamental tasks that researchers and 

development practitioners face. 

Although many anthropologists (e.g. Fortes 1969; Goody 19972; 

Brown 1975; Kirby 1986; Tenga 1991; Kroger 1992) who have worked in 

Northern Ghana do not mention cosmovision directly, they nevertheless 

underscored the vitality of cosmology as an integral part of the socio-cultural, 

economic and political lives of the people. Tenga (1991), Dargati by ethnic 

origin, and catholic priest who worked among the Sisala has demonstrated 

that Sisala praxes are expressed in their cosmology. Tenga (1991:1) points 
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out the Sísala are constantly engaged in the ordering of their natural and 

social environment within the context of their cosmology". Blench's (1998a 

and 1998b) recent studies on the social-ecological dynamics of Dagomba 

conservation strategies and regimes in Northern Ghana reveal that a complex 

relationship exists between socio-religious life and ecological processes. 

Blench suggests that Dagomba cosmology cuts across all spectrums of the 

society's use and management of resources, particularly issues that relate to 

the use, ownership, control and management of their land and its resources. 

Kassogne, Dolo and Ponsioen (1990) made similar remarks in their 

discussion on the role of cosmology in Dogon (in Mali) society. They note that 

cosmology structures and helps to define Dogon socio-cultural, economic and 

political institutions. In addition, they remark that Dogon cosmology plays an 

important role in the production of their knowledge. Firth (1967, 1970) also 

presented an early form of this discourse in his work on the Tikopia, in which 

he argued that there exists a close link between man, nature, spirituality and 

materiality in Tikopia society. 

1.2. THE COSMOLOGICAL ENTERPRISES 

Although a n e lusive concept, cosmovision i s concerned with how a n 

individual or a group of people perceives, organises and assigns meaning to 

their world a nd to t heir I ives. C osmic o rdering i n t raditional s ocieties i s n ot 

only a source of harmonizing human experience, but through it, members in 

these societies seek an understanding of the way their world works, including 

the various relationships that sustain their interaction with the cosmos. 

Cosmovision is grounded in the belief that humans, as part of nature, work 

and communicate with nature using a variety of symbols (MacGaffey 1986). 

Thus, all humans structure their realities within the universe in order to give 

meaning and social order to the world. MacGaffey (1986:5) defines 

cosmovision as "a body of collective representations of the world as whole, 

ordered in space and in time, and of man's place in if. Haverkort and Millar 

(1992) note that in humans' interaction with their physical and social 
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environment, economic and political concerns become an integral part of 

cosmology. Thus, humans use symbols including rituals, customs or rules as 

tools or parameters to harmonise their experience of the world into 

meaningful categories at every level (individual, family, lineage, clan or 

village). MacGaffey (1986) also notes that cosmovision is a continual process 

of adjustment in which individual actions shape and modify the world in which 

he/she lives and in turn are modified by the world. As such, cosmological 

beliefs are not a fixed set of dogmatic postulates but are part of the social life 

process, subject to continual transformation (also see Forde 1954). 

In the view of Kiennan (1981), cosmovision encompasses the totality of 

the complex relationships among humans and their world, and it forms the 

basic essence of human existence in small-scalel societies. Kiennan notes 

that there is no compelling reason to restrict cosmovision to the level of 

spirituality. He argues that researchers must extend the concept to cover the 

totality of how members of a society organise themselves and assign 

meaning to economic, political and social life. Both Keenan and MacGaffey 

view a society's worldview as not only the foundation for ethical and moral 

norms, but also which structures the socio-cultural, economic and political 

relations. This further implies that external development intervention can only 

be sustained by a small-scale society when such programs recognize its 

cosmovision and integrate it into their policies, right from the planning phase 

through to implementation. As already mentioned, despite the fact that many 

current scholars do recognise the centrality and significance of cosmovision in 

traditional societies, working it into development intervention has remained 

and continues to be one of the major challenges that confront both 

development practitioners and scholars. 

1.2.1. Approaching the study of cosmology 

There are several approaches to the study of cosmology (see Bucher 

1980; Kiernan 1981; Douglas 1973; Ridington 1992; Hudson and Uderhay 

1978). However, in order to deal with the voluminous work on the subject and 

not to submerge myself in the vast literature and likely takes me away from 
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my focus, I restricted myself to three main approaches. These are the 

structuralist position of Claude Lévi-Strauss, the symbolic perspective taken 

by VictorTurner a nd the Marxist approach of Pierre Bourdieu. Even within 

these three approaches, I had to narrow down my discussions to only those 

issues that impinge directly on my dissertation. Positioning my dissertation at 

the intersection of these three approaches is to allow me to address and 

discuss t he r ole o f t raditional k nowledge a nd i nstitutions w ithin t he b roader 

context of Bulsa cosmology. 

Although in Levi-Strauss's later writings he claims to have always 

taken scientific evolution seriously, he attempts to develop a brand of 

structuralism in opposition to what he believed to be the false evolutionism of 

his period. In his book T h e Savage Mind" published in 1967, he argued 

against ethnocentrism and sought to prove that primitive mind is logical in the 

same way as the Western scientific mind. In T h e Savage Mind", he argues 

that there is thirst for knowledge in primitive society and that like all humans, 

these societies have the natural need and taste to order their experiences 

and the world into meaningful categories. Lévi-Strauss (1967:15) notes: 

Classifying as opposed to not classifying has a value of its 
own whatever form the classification takes. ...any 
classification is superior to chaos, and even a classification at 
the level of sensible properties is a step towards rational 
ordering. 

For Lévi-Strauss (1967:181), all societies have the inherent and universal 

need to impose form on content, and that cultures are collection of symbolic 

systems within whose structures are hidden rules of thought, behaviour and 

conduct grounded in the worldview of the society. He views kinship systems, 

myths, totemic systems and language as different classificatory systems by 

which humans perceive, conceptualise, build and order their social and 

natural worlds to create social order and harmony. Lévi-Strauss also argues 

that traditional societies arrive at the meaning of symbolic systems through a 

series of structural contrasts and oppositions. Van Baal (1971:213) aptly 

notes that Lévi-Strauss' structuralism has contributed to our understanding of 
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the place of humans in the natural world "by demonstrating the structured 

nature of the working of the mind, and by pointing out that man's universe is a 

signifying universe, signifying to its signifiers". 

Although Lévi-Strauss' structuralism has it own merits, his rejection of 

human agency as the source of meaning and his subsequent failure to pay 

attention to time and human experience has opened him up to many 

criticisms. Pace (1983) criticises Lévi-Strauss as 'superfunctionalist' and 

'super-rationalist' because he tends to pay insufficient attention to the 

subjective and temporal dimension of human existence. Despite these 

criticisms, Lévi-Strauss has made a remarkable contribution to the study of 

cosmology, especially his attempt to demonstrate how conceptual and 

material boundaries are used to mark and maintain difference. 

In Victor Turner's (1969) symbolic approach, he contends that neither 

the mind nor society, but the totality of the human organism and experiences 

that should be the focus of all classification and ordering in any given society. 

He argues that ritual symbols serve as a set of evocative devices for 

channelling, domesticating and arousing emotions, and present a set of 

cognitive classifications for ordering the universe (Turner 1970,1985). Turner 

(1969:43) considered all ideological systems, social relations and other 

modes of social organisation "as abridgements and condensations of 

psychobiological experience of humans, who are endowed with reasoning 

and senses". Turner (1970:20) argues that the process of assigning meaning 

to symbols through gestures and prescribed ritual practices and beliefs 

involve shared symbols. Turner ( 1970:40) further notes, "ritual symbols are 

major aspects of human life, and must not be viewed as mere classificatory 

devices, but within their cosmological context". 

On the relevance of rituals, Turner suggests that rituals help traditional 

societies to counter disturbances and crises in the social and physical worlds, 

and to bring back harmony and balance. To him, traditional societies use 

rituals to help them resolve empirical and mystical contradictions. Central to 
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Turner's position is his contention that in the field of cosmology, symbols are 

only understandable within the context of ritual behaviour. 

Turner (1970, 1985) also makes a distinction between dominant and 

instrumental symbols, and notes that most major ritual emphasises the 

importance of a single meaning or function by blocking the expression of 

other important principles. He notes that ritual symbols are time multi-

referential, and as such, their meanings can only be fully grasped from two 

related contexts: the action and cultural contexts. This distinction is extremely 

important in development intervention because more often development 

agents tends to pay more attention to the action or functional context of local 

practices at the expense of the cosmologica! context under which members 

carry out these practices and rituals. Turner's symbolic perspective provides 

me with a broader and contextual perspective to look at rituals, beliefs, rules 

and practices as expressed in Bulsa use and its management. 

In contrast to Lévi-Strauss and Turner, Pierre Bourdieu (1977) insists 

on the infusion of time into structure. In Bourdieu's Marxist approach to the 

study of cosmology, he argues against Lévi-Strauss's structuralism and 

contends that rules of behaviour and practices are themselves products of the 

same generative schemes that they claim to account for in society. Writing 

within the context of Marxist philosophy, Bourdieu further argues that systems 

of classification and ordering as presented by Lévi-Strauss reduces the 

objective classes of classificatory systems and their position in the relations of 

production to symbolic functions. For Bourdieu, neither social nor logical 

integration could determine the rites and other forms of symbols humans use 

to order the social and physical worlds. Rather, Bourdieu (1977) views 

classification and ordering of the human world as being determined primarily 

by the material conditions of existence. As opposed to Lévi-Strauss, 

Bourdieu's ( 1977:116) position as clearly states is that "technical and ritual 

practices are determined by the material conditions of existence" and by 

certain relationships between climate, ecological conditions, available 

technology and relation of production. Bourdieu (1977:116) notes, "the logic 
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that underlies ritual practices is practical logic or practical mimesis of nature". 

His contention is that cultural values find their explanation in the mode of 

production and power relations, in control of the use of resources, and power 

itself. Fundamental to Bourdieu's position is his emphasis on the relevance of 

time and historical dimension in social structure. As noted earlier, Kieman 

(1981:80) takes a similar approach, and particularly backs Bourdieu's 

position. For K iernan, the political and economic a spects of cosmology a re 

equally as significant as the ritual component. This is also in much contrast 

with the work of Ellen (1982 and Rappaport (1970) (discussed in chapter 

three) who both tend to treat socio- cultural institutions especially rituals within 

the context of homeostatic pressure on the utilisation of the environment or 

against the background of their utilitarian roles in resource use and 

management 

The Marxist approach of Pierre Bourdieu is particularly relevant to my 

study b ecause i t allows m e t o e xamine t he i mpact o f h ¡storical f actors a nd 

events including colonialism, Islam, Christianity and trade, and the modem 

state on Bulsa land use and conservation regimes. Thus, allowing me to 

address the role of historical contingencies, competition, dominance and 

temporality i n t he o rdering o f B ulsa c osmos a nd u Itimately t he u se o f t heir 

land. This is of critical importance to my study because the extent to which 

what goes on in Bulsa society especially regarding the use and management 

of their land and other resources is in part driven by far broader historical and 

contemporary events such as national and international politics and policies. 

In particular, Pierre Bourdieu's Marxist model is useful to my study 

because it allows me to discuss Bulsa land use and resource conservation 

within the context of political economy and other development models such 

as modernisation, dependency, and especially the impact of neo-

liberalism/structural adjustment in Bulsa land use. Several scholars (So 1990; 

Freiré 1970; StOhr 1981; Heskin 1986) provide a comprehensive review on 

these development theories. Although I do not intend to offer an exhaustive 

treatment of these theories of development, it is important that I provide a 
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brief review in order to situate my discussion on the role of the colonial and 

post-colonial state in Bulsa land use policies, an issue that I will discuss in 

detail in chapters eight and nine. 

Modernisation theory has British roots and dates back far back to days 

of colonialism, but it became popular in the United States of America after the 

Second World War. This model with strong roots in Darwin's evolutionary 

theory views progress of social, economic and political change in 

unidirectional terms, from primitive to advanced or modem society (So 

1990:18). For countries to develop or become modem, they must pass 

through a series of stages. This model emphasizes Western superiority and 

ignores any other models of development. Within the context of the 

modernisation model, traditional cultures and values are obstacles to 

development, and m ust be replaced with Western institutions a nd cultures. 

Modernisation theory has had a huge impact on the general development of 

many spheres of life in developing countries. The debasement of traditional 

cultures (a topic I cover in detail in chapter seven) by the proponents of the 

theory has had and continues to have an indirect influence on the way 

traditional societies perceive their culture, traditional practice and knowledge 

systems. 

Limitations of the modernisation model led to the development of the 

dependency theory in the 1960s, especially in response to the failure of 

development policies in Latin America and Africa. Andre Gunder Frank (1967) 

in his book "Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America" used the 

metropolis-satellite or the periphery model to explain the occurrence of 

underdevelopment in terms of dependency. Frank argues that through 

colonialism the developing world became providers of raw materials to feed 

the industries in the developed world. At the national level, the colonial 

administration concentrated on the development of urban areas at the cost of 

the rural areas. One problem of the dependency model is that it tends to 

focus too much on external forces of development with little attention paid to 

internal factors such as class conflicts. It also consciously and unconsciously 
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assumes that all developing countries have had the same historical colonial 

experience. 

Today, neoliberalism/structural adjustment, the brainchild of the 

Bretton Woods institutions (World Bank and the International Monetary Fund) 

has become the dominant economic or development model in many 

developing countries including Sub-Saharan Africa. With neoliberalism, the 

developed countries and international institutions require developing countries 

to adjust their trade and exchange rates, reduce government spending, make 

more use of the private sector, develop democratic governance and increase 

efficiency as part of the conditions for their legibility for financial assistance. 

One problem of the neoliberalism/structural model is that it focuses on 

changing the internal structure of developing countries but ironically tends to 

ignore the historical forces that perpetuate underdevelopment and 

inequalities. 

I briefly reviewed these development theories to allow me discuss the 

nature and pattern of Bulsa land use and resource development in particular 

and development in general from historical and global perspectives. For 

example, as I discuss in chapters eight and nine, the dependency/core-

periphery and liberalism/structural adjustment models helps me to explain the 

impact of multi-lateral funding (World Bank and International Monetary Fund) 

land use programs including commercial agriculture in the Upper East and 

Ghana as whole. 

While the works of Turner, Lévi-Strauss and Bourdieu' guided me in 

the study of Bulsa cosmology, other additional perspectives defined in 

chapter three including the work of Bertalanffy (1968) on general system 

theory provide me with tools and strategies to investigate and analyse the 

interactions and interconnections between their institutions, knowledge, 

cosmovision and conservation regimes within historical and contemporary 

contexts. This broad framework allows me to look at other interacting factors 

including colonialism, Christianity, and commercialization of agriculture by the 

post-colonial state and their impact on Bulsa land use practices and 
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management regimes. Combining and paying attention to the different 

perspectives is to assist me analyse and discuss Bulsa land use from a 

broader context; taking into account their perceptions, rules, norms and 

customs that guide their daily lives, within the context of their cosmology and 

other e xternal e vents and factors o n I and u se d evelopment i ntervention. I n 

addition, this multiple perspectives are to assist me gain better insights into 

the complex relationships and interactions between the various stakeholders 

(local farmers and their institutions, commercial farmers, government and 

non-governmental organisations) and cultural gaps in development 

intervention in land use in particular and resource d evelopment i n general, 

and how to deal with the complexities of development. 

In summary, paying attention these multiple perspectives is to provide 

with insights into how to deal with conflict and contradictions between land 

use stakeholders as well how to address them and other shortcomings of the 

orthodox materialistic and mechanistic treatment of traditional knowledge 

systems and institutions in resource use and technological transfer. While 

these different approaches and perspectives provided me tools and strategies 

to deal with different aspects of my research, grounded theory (discussed in 

chapter three) provided me a general methodology and theoretical framework 

for the dissertation. 

1.2.2. Bulsa land use and their cosmovision 

As I discuss in chapters six, the Bulsa consider their land, the 

multivocal concrete symbol for their universe and livelihood as a being and as 

part of the cosmos. They see an interwoven and interconnected relationship 

between the physical and socio-spiritual worlds, and are preoccupied with 

how to integrate and harmonise their natural world with the cosmos. 

Although Bulsa traditional knowledge systems, socio-cultural, 

economic and political institutions including their cosmovision are presently 
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subject to considerable erosion2, many elements are still strong, especially in 

the area of land use. The link between the Bulsa and their biophysical and 

social (including the gods and spirits) worlds is deeply ingrained in their 

cosmovision. Throughout Bulsa, agricultural production and many other land 

use activities take place through biophysical as well as socio-cultural and 

spiritual activities. The Bulsa believe that all things have both everyday and 

metaphysical identities, and that divine beings and spirits inhabit their houses, 

villages, agricultural fields and mountains, forests, rivers and burial grounds. 

They also believe that these features or benchmarks have divine powers and 

play important roles in the life of the society. As such, Bulsa revere and 

restrict certain human activities around these physical features as shelters for 

the spirits and gods of their land. 

In Bulsa cosmovision, both the material and spiritual worlds regulate 

the social, economic and political life of the society. Before the Bulsa embark 

on any important venture or activity, they always make sure they create the 

right spiritual conditions, a prerequisite for the successful occurrence of any 

material or social event. Bulsa farmers make offerings to their deities, for they 

believe success in life including good harvest does not only depend on the 

appropriate technologies, but also on the establishment of the right spiritual 

relations with their gods and the spiritual world through rituals. For example, 

before Bulsa farmers agree to participate in newly introduced technologies 

from the formal sector, they first seek "clearance" from the ancestors or spirits 

through consultation with soothsayers to find out the wishes and opinions of 

the spiritual world (ancestors, earth gods and other personal deities). 

Cosmovision in Bulsa society, as in most traditional societies is not a 

uniform concept. As I discussed in chapter five, there is a hierarchy of divine 

or spiritual beings including ancestors, personal and lineage gods, rain gods 

and earth gods, and this gives rise to several ritual practices presided over by 

specialists such as the soothsayers, rainmakers, earth custodians and elders 

I used the term erosion but also note that cosmovision is not static, but a process of 
continuous change, responding to shifting contexts. 
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and heads of domestic groups, in Bulsa cosmovision, nature does not belong 

to humans. Rather, humans belong to and are part of nature. As such, the 

Bulsa do not see themselves to be in opposition to nature or as a conqueror 

of nature but rather as part it. The dynamic and mutual interrelationship 

between the Bulsa and nature is reflected in the members' respect for both 

the physical and spiritual worlds. 

The Bulsa believe that some of the socio-cultural mechanisms 

including taboos and customs that guide them in the use of resources come 

directly from their gods. They do not consider the material environment, 

including trees or land as only biological or biophysical entities, but also as 

spiritual entities. As such, they believe that providing spiritual nourishment to 

the land or trees is the first requirement of the land user, as it is from such 

spiritual nourishment that the land gets its physical productivity. Their 

cosmovision is the main source of explanation of events and for 

understanding the patterns of social, physical, biological and ecological 

processes including land use changes. Although the society recognised 

physical and natural limitations in the use of their land, they explain success 

and failure, and joy and misfortunes, including causes of drought, famine, 

death, reduction in land fertility and degradation within the context of their 

cosmovision. They see a close relationship between the physical health of the 

land and the socio-cultural treatment of the environment. This holistic view of 

their land and resources is based on a dynamic framework of continuous 

interaction with the natural, socio-cultural and spiritual environment. 

Unfortunately, the close interconnection between spirituality and 

materiality in Bulsa society's use of resources contrasts abrasively with 

Western scientific thought. Western scientific cosmovision narrows down 

"reality" to what can be tested and measured scientifically, while within Bulsa 

cosmovision, they see reality as including their gods, spirits, dream 

experiences, thoughts, feelings, values, passions and many other aspects of 

consciousness beyond their physiological and physical correlates. In addition, 

spirituality, as an important part of traditional societies' cosmovision, is not 
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readily accepted by mainstream science and this makes it difficult for 

development workers and intervention agents to relate to it. Although 

conventional training for development workers and implementing agents 

recognises socio-cultural institutions and knowledge systems in sustainable 

development intervention, they tend to ignore spirituality even when they 

mention cosmovision. Traditional societies' woridviews may not be value free, 

and may have their own shortcomings in term of how members in some 

cases relate to causes, effects and solution to practical problems in life 

including ecological problems. However, understanding shortcomings within a 

broader context of the cosmovisions of these societies can provide agents of 

development intervention with a better perspective on how to assist in 

creating a sustainable change. 

In summary, Bulsa socio-cultural, economic and political institutions 

draw their logic from a common reservoir of Bulsa cosmology. The 

individual's access to and control over land and its resources is guided by 

prescribed belief systems, taboos, norms and other forms of rules evolved 

within the context of Bulsa systems of thought. Although I talk of prescribed 

customs and rules, I recognise that individuals in Bulsa society are co-

creators of these rules and belief systems. To conclude, cosmovision is the 

grid through which Bulsa society conducts its socio-cultural, economic and 

political life. As such, for agents of change to gain a better understanding of 

ecological problems and to be able to harness traditional knowledge and 

institutions toward sustainable resource management, they need to pay 

greater attention to the interplay between local socio-cultural institutions 

within the context of the cosmovision of these societies. 

1.3. ORDER OF THE DISSERTATION 

The dissertation is divided into ten chapters. The first chapter 

introduces some important concepts and models, and an overview of the 

dissertation. To provide an entry point to the study region, the second chapter 

discusses the background of the study area including the physical, social-
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cultural, economic and political geography. The chapter highlights how the 

Bulsa articulate with the natural environment and the role of traditional 

knowledge and socio-cultural, political, and economic institutions in this 

articulation within the broader context of Bulsa cosmology. The latter part of 

the chapter deals with historical and social development of the Upper East, 

and provides a summary of development policies initiated in the region by the 

colonial and post-colonial states, and the effects of such policies on land use 

matters. 

The third chapter is a literature review of traditional knowledge systems 

and socio-culture institutions. It explores and discusses the historical 

development of human-culture-environment studies in a broader context but 

with a focus on the role of traditional knowledge and institutions in resource 

development and conservation in particular and overall development in 

general. This chapter traces the impact of various theoretical paradigms 

including evolutionism, functionalism and structuralism and later symbolic 

anthropology on the study of the role of traditional knowledge and institutions 

in development. In addition, it provides a comprehensive overview of the 

methodological and theoretical orientations and goals of the dissertation, 

particularly issues relating to the problems of ethnoecology and its relevance 

to land use management. Finally, as a prelude to the rest of the dissertation, 

the chapter provides definitions of key concepts and terms such as 

ethnoecology, policy research and grounded theory. 

The fourth chapter deals with the field component of the study and 

discusses my research methods including research design and data 

collection strategies and techniques, and analysis. The chapter also 

discusses the rationale behind my choice of research strategies and methods. 

In addition, I explain how and why I had to modify my formal research 

techniques under fieldwork conditions, and conclude the chapter by 

discussing the limitations of the research methods, and other relevant general 

problems including my personal biases. 
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Chapter five provides a detailed d escription and discussion of Bulsa 

socio-cultural, political and economic institutions and their interrelationship 

with the broad framework of Bulsa worldview or cosmovision. It explores the 

impact of colonialism, Christianity, Islam, the modern state and the globalised 

market economy on Bulsa social, political and economic organisations. I also 

discuss the Bulsa attitude towards their local knowledge systems and 

institutions. I argue that Bulsa traditional institutions are not static, but 

dynamic, and are quite tolerant of new ideas, as Bulsa farmers are capable of 

selecting relevant technologies and information from external sources, and 

modifying or building such ideas and technologies into their existing 

cosmovision and practice. 

The sixth chapter deals with Bulsa land tenure, the most important 

institution through which Bulsa society ensures judicious and sustainable 

management of their land and its resources. I explain that land tenure defines 

the procedures and rules for the ownership, distribution and acquisition of 

land including the conditions under which members use land resources. I 

argue that there is a close link between access to land and other resources, 

and the loci of power in Bulsa society, and that the control function of land is 

invested in family heads, elders and land custodians. I further explain that 

Bulsa land tenure arrangements help to guarantee members' access to land 

and ensure equity between and across generations. In addition, I discuss the 

impact of national government policies on Bulsa traditional land use, noting 

government's emphases on individual and private as opposed to communal 

ownership of land. 

The seventh chapter deals largely with traditional knowledge with 

particular focus on traditional ecological knowledge systems. The chapter 

begins with a comprehensive overview of the literature on the topic and 

proceeds to discuss the generation, preservation and distribution of 

knowledge within the context of Bulsa worldview. I examine how indigenous 

resource management regimes are reflected in the way the Bulsa organise 

their lives within environmental, technological and cognitive constraints under 
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which they live. The chapter also illustrates how the Bulsa conduct their 

decision-making process on resource management within the framework of 

their cosmology or in accordance with their beliefs, norms and ethics. I 

explain that while traditional knowledge and institutions are being eroded due 

to social and economic changes including new technologies, there are still 

large areas of Bulsa land use activities where traditional knowledge and 

institutions remain actively relevant. While I acknowledge the capacity of 

internal and external development (both government and non-government) to 

create positive change, such change can only be sustained by the local 

recipient societies when development agencies take into account their 

systems of thought. 

In chapter eight, I provide a detailed discussion of Bulsa land use 

activities and particularly agriculture, the main land use activity in the area. I 

discuss the social and physical conditions of production and the relations of 

production within Bulsa society. In addition, I discuss the various traditional 

land use practices within the context of Bulsa cosmovision, as well as 

contradictions and conflicts between local and modem uses. I argue that 

Bulsa traditional land use management regimes are largely concerned with 

diverse forms of sustainable land management regimes drawn from a broad 

knowledge base and within the context of the society's cosmovision. 

As this dissertation includes a strong element of policy-oriented 

research, the tenth chapter deals with recommendations resulting from its 

findings. One of my strongest recommendations is that development 

intervention must shift from treating traditional knowledge systems and 

institutions in purely materialistic terms to looking at these knowledge 

systems and institutions within the broader context of the cosmovision of 

these societies. I stress that there is the need for development agencies 

including land use extension workers to be retrained and cleansed of the 

notion that traditional practices are drawbacks to development intervention. I 

emphasise the need for land use development programmes to reformulate 

their objectives. I explain that to bridge the gap between farmers and 
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outsiders (or between indigenous, cosmovision-related knowledge and 

conventional science), the outsider or agent of development intervention "has 

to leam to walk in two worlds". I conclude the chapter with a brief discussion 

on the limitations of my study and suggestions for future research directions. 
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CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY REGION 

2.1. INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides background information on the physical, human 

and socio-cultural environment of the Bulsa district in particular and the Upper 

East Region in general. Information for this chapter is from both secondary 

and primary sources. My goal here is not to provide a detailed account of the 

general geography of the study area but rather to highlight key aspects in 

order to provide an entry point to the research area. Thus, the chapter is to 

serve as a backdrop to later discussions. As a culture-oriented study, I will put 

special emphasis on the socio-cultural and historical geography of the area. 

2.2. LOCATION, POPULATION AND HISTORY 

The Upper East Region (UER), with its varied cultures, traditions and 

geography is situated in the northeastern part of the Republic of Ghana 

(Figure 2.1). The region consists of six political administrative district 

assemblies: Bolgatanga, Bongo, Bawku West, Bawku East, Kassena-Nankani 

and Bulsa (formerly spelt Builsa). The region extends from the Greenwich 

Meridian (longitude 0° 00°) to longitude 1° 30° W and from latitude 10°30° to 

11° north. It borders Burkina Faso in the north, Togo in the East, and the 

Northern and Upper West Regions in the South and the West respectively. 

The region covers a total land area of approximately 8,843 km 2, about 3% of 

the land area of Ghana (283,533 km sq.). It has a total population of 917,253 

and annual population growth rate of about 2.5 percent, almost equal to the 

national figure of 2.6 percent (Government of Ghana 1984). According to the 

National Statistical Service (Statistical Service 2000), 87% of the population 

live in areas classified as rural. 

According to the 1998 Census estimates, the average population 

density for the Upper East is about 87.4 persons per Km 2 . There are relatively 

high population densities found in Bawku with medium densities around 
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Bolgatanga, Chiana and Sandema (ibid.). The Bawku East District with a 

population of 293, 550 has the highest population followed by Kassena-

Nankani District with a population of 176,130, Bolgatanga District with 

174,070, Bongo District with 113, 300, Bulsa district with a population of 

79,310 and Bawku West with a population of 75,195 (ISODEC 1998). 

The major ethnic groups in the Upper East are Bulsa, Grune 

(Nankani), Frafra, Kassena, Kussasi, Nabdam (also spelt Nabdan), Tallensi, 

Busanga, and Mamprusi (Figure 2.2). The major languages spoken in the 

region are Kusaal, Mamprule, Grune, Kasim, Buli, Talne, and Frafra (Table 

2.1). All the different languages and dialects spoken in the Upper East 

Region collectively belong to the Mole-Dagbani branch of the Gur family of 

the Niger-Congo phylum (Zwemnemann 1952; Greenberg 1960; Bartel 1981; 

Naden 1985,1988). 

The distribution of the various ethnic groups does not necessarily 

correspond to district geographical boundaries. Metzeger and Diehl (1993) 

note that long cohabitation and intermingling, intermarriages, free social 

mobility and inter-intra-group migration of people of different ethnic 

backgrounds in the open savannah of Northern Ghana over a long period 

make the search for neat ethnic boundaries quite difficult. Anthropologists 

(Fortes 1945; Goody 1957; Tait 1955) have also pointed out that scholars 

have always encountered practical and theoretical hurdles in their search for 

neatly defined ethnic geographical boundaries and territories in Northern 

Ghana. They noted that in many parts of Northern Ghana, any single 

definitive boundary drawn between or around ethnic groups is 

misrepresentation. Southall (1970:35) also argues, "many areas in Africa 

consist of an undifferentiated mass of people, who are differentiated in many 

subtle and complex ways for different purposes" and not necessarily by neat 

ethnic geographical boundaries. The ethnic situation in the Upper East is no 

different. Ethnic groups in the Upper East Region have not carved out neat or 

well-defined niches exclusively for themselves. Boundaries between the 

major ethnic groups mentioned are fluid with overlapping on the ethnic 
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landscape. For example, there are Bulsa settlements in Kassena-Nankani, 

Sisala and West Mamprusi districts. 

Other ethnic minorities include Mossi, Mandes, Kantoasi who the Bulsa 

refer to as Yarisa, Hausas and Zambarima merchants. Fage (1964) and 

Holden (1965) noted that these latter groups whose history in the region 

dates as far back as the 1800s, are mostly confined to urban or town centres 

or the Zongos3 in the Northern Territories. Most of these merchant groups 

such as the Hausa, Mossi, Mandes, Kantoasi and Zambarima profess to the 

Islamic faith. In Bawku, the Mamprusi have established strong communities 

and taken monopoly of most businesses, especially commerce. In addition, 

there have been in recent time incursions of traders and government officials 

into the region from other parts of Ghana and the neighbouring countries of 

Burkina Faso, Togo, Mali and Niger. 

Prior to the country's independence from British colonial rule in 1957, 

the Upper East was part of the Northern Protectorate of the Gold Coast, 

described by Capt. Rattray as the Ashanti Hinterland. Following 

independence, the post-colonial state split the Protectorate into the Upper 

and Northern regions. In the 1980s, the then military regime (Provisional 

National Defence Council) further partitioned the Upper Region into Upper 

East and West regions. The division of the Northern Protectorate of Ghana 

into Upper East, Upper West and Northern regions, as well as later partition 

of the Upper East into district assembly areas was politically motivated rather 

than reflective of socio-cultural and ethnic differences. Several scholars (e.g. 

Bendor-Samuel 1965; llliasu 975; Bartel 1981; Barker 1986) point out that the 

inhabitants of the Northern Protectorate (three regions) and its sub-divisions 

(districts) share close cultural heritage and linguistic affinities due to long 

historical connections and similar origins, local migrations, trade, wars and 

intermarriages. Bartel (1981:15) explains that: 

3 Zongos are neighbourhoods or settlements of strangers, usually but not always Moslems, 
within an urban centre. 
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Over the centuries, intermarriage, trade, war, conquest and 
various symbiotic relationships resulted in considerable 
blending among the communities in Northern Ghana. 

Despite close similarities in many facets of life among the various ethnic 

groups, these groups nevertheless exhibit distinctive and subtle cultural 

dissimilarities, most of which are invisible to the casual observer. 

2.2.1. The location of the Bulsa District 
Bulsaland, the ancestral home of the Bulsa, is located on the gentle 

low plains of the Kulpawn-Sisili river valleys in the Upper East Region of 

Ghana. The Bulsa District falls between longitude 10° 05'W to 10°30'W and 

latitude 10° 15'N and 10° 50'N. On the north, south and west, the district 

shares borders with the Kassena-Nankani, East Mamprusi and Sisala districts 

respectively (Figure 2.3). The district occupies a territory of 2,031 Km 2 , about 

23% of the total area of the Upper East. With a population of 79,310 (8% of 

the population of the Upper East) and a population density of about 33 people 

per square kilometres (compared with the region's overall population density 

of 87 per km2), it is one of the least populated in the region (Government of 

Ghana 1984; Bulsa District Department of Agricultural 1990). The population 

of both the Upper East as whole, and the Bulsa district in particular, has been 

rapidly increasing since 1960 (Table 2.2). Since 1970, the population of the 

district has been growing at an annual growth rate of 1.8%, which is 

significantly lower than that of the Upper East (2.5%) and for the country 

(2.6%). 

Population densities are relatively low in the southern part of the 

district and along most of the river valleys (e.g. Sisili and Kalpawn rivers). 

Many settlements within southern Bulsa fall within the oncho-infested zone, 

especially around Wiasi and Gbedembilisi. Settlements in southern Bulsa are 

also vulnerable to annual floods (Bulsa District Assembly 1999). The Bulsa 

District Assembly (ibid.) identifies the annual floods and the high incidence of 

diseases in southern Bulsa as a major factor responsible for low population 

densities, especially along the Wiasi- Gbedembilisi gap (Bulsa District Socio-
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Economic Baseline Report 1999). The report (Bulsa District Assembly 

1999:13) notes that there are high incidences of many diseases such as river 

blindness (onchocerciasis), sleeping sickness (trypanosomiasis) and 

bilharzias (schistosomiasis) along the Wiasi-Gbedembilisi valleys. With 

collaborative efforts of the government of Ghana and World Health 

Organisation (WHO) to control and eradicate these diseases in recent years, 

southern Bulsa is beginning to attract people, mostly mobile commercial 

farmers who want to take advantage of the fertile valleys in the area for rice 

and other cash crop cultivation. Related to the above factors is the high out-

migration and low in-migration rates mainly due to poor infrastructural 

development (roads, health facilities, schools, etc.) in the area. Poor 

infrastructural development in the area serves as disincentive to investors and 

encourages rural-urban migration of the youth, especially school graduates to 

the cities to look for menial jobs. 

2.2.2. Historical background 

Although there are a few publications (e.g. Rattray 1932; Schott 1977; 

Konings 1986) and colonial reports on the Bulsa, there are no comprehensive 

accounts of Bulsa history, except a sketchy monograph by Akanko (Akanko 

1982). Rattray (1932) made conjectures about the heterogeneous ethnic 

composition of Bulsa, and described them as a hotch-potch of people of 

different groups who settled in the area at different times. I will not attempt to 

trace the historical origins of the Bulsa because to do that requires weaving 

together the different migration stories of the individual patricians. Embarking 

upon such a grandiose task would have taken up my limited research time 

and focus far off from my main research agenda. Besides, the subject of the 

historical origins of the Bulsa is a topic that relates directly to ownership of 

land and this requires a thorough historical study to establish how the 

different patricians settled in the area, and I do not claim such competence. In 

addition, on account of the current problems of land disputes as to who are 
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the real owners of the land In Buluuk4,1 had to exercise prudence in dealing 

with the historical origins of Bulsa society because of the connection between 

land ownership and the origins of the various clans. Despite these problems 

connected with going into the historical origins of the Bulsa, it is important that 

I provide a brief overview on the topic. 

The historical origins of the Bulsa, like most of their neighbouring 

ethnic groups in the Upper East Region, are shrouded in myths and legends. 

Oral traditions suggest that Bulsaland in its present form is largely a 

composition of heterogeneous people who settled in the present area 

independently and at different periods. Akanko (1992) suggests that events 

such as inter-intra-ethnic wars, the slave raids of Babatu and Samori in the in 

the early nineteenth century, and general economic and social insecurity led 

the different groups to realize the need for common defence, and these 

contributed to Bulsa society evolving into its present form. Both oral traditions 

and the accounts of Akanko (ibid.) suggest that Bulsa as it is today is made 

up of two major groups of Bulsa; indigenes or original inhabitants and 

immigrants. Both Akanko (1982) and Schott (1977) argue that the later 

immigrants assimilated the autochthonous population, imposed chieftaincy on 

them but adopted the local language. Oral traditions say that the first people 

to settle on a piece of land usually take possession and claim ownership of it. 

To protect the land, the group would quickly establish ritual relationships with 

the land, by building an earth shrine for the earth god of the area. This is one 

of the reasons land custodians and their families claim ownership over the 

land. 

Despite slight tonal variations as one moves from one village to 

another, the Buli language is the unifying factor of all Bulsa. Buli is related to 

Kumung, the language of the Koma (Barker 1986). It is also the mother 

tongue of places outside the Bulsa District such as Biu and Kologo in 

Kassena-Nankani, Santeja in Sisala, and Kunkwa and Katigri in the Mamprusi 

4 Buluuk is the term used by the Bulsa when they talk of the home or land of the Bulsa people 
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districts. According to oral histories, settlements such as Kunkwa and Katigri 

were part of Bulsa but the British colonial administration put them under the 

administration of West Mamprusi District in its partition of Northern Ghana 

into districts and local councils. 

2.3. THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 

The relationship between socio-cultural practice, economics, politics, 

and the biophysical environment has long been the subject of ecological and 

anthropological analyses. This topic has been intensively and extensively 

discussed by several scholars (e.g. Childe 1951; Bate 1953; Dice 1955; Lee 

and DeVore [Eds] 1968; Odum 1969; Steward [ed.] 1977). In the course of 

discussion, I will delve further into the impact of climate on land use and other 

socio-economic and cultural life of the study region. 

2.3.1. Climate 

Streeten (1979) points out that the impact of climate in economic 

development in general and agricultural planning development in particular in 

tropical Africa has often been overlooked. Although Streeten acknowledged 

socio-cultural, economic, political and other historical factors as equally 

crucial in development, he argues that climate indirectly affects these other 

factors. He maintains that there is a strong correlation between 

underdevelopment and climate, especially in tropical Africa. Kamarch (1976) 

presents the same view and argues that most rural agricultural development 

in tropical African has floundered due to the failure of agents of change to 

recognize environmental constraints as a crucial factor in development, 

especially areas where the climate is quite harsh. Kamarch specifically delved 

into the adverse effects of tropical climate on the quality of soils and rainfall 

quantity and frequency. 

Chambers et al. (1981) took a similar approach and provided a 

detailed discussion and analysis of the importance of climate and seasonal 

variations on development. They (ibid.) note that seasonal fluctuation in 

agricultural labour demand is related to the seasonal cycle of diseases, birth 
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and death rates, and family health and other economic relationships, which 

affect agricultural productivity and development in diverse ways. Chambers et 

al. (1981) point out that if the purpose of development is to improve the 

economic and social welfare of the rural poor, analysis of seasonal variation 

is crucial. Analyses of seasonal variations help to clarify objectives and assist 

agents of change to understand and deal with obstacles to agricultural and 

rural development. 

The Upper East Region has a semi-arid and dry climate and falls within 

the classificatory categories of BSwh and DA'w according to Koppen and 

Thornwaite's climatic typology (Ojo 1977; Udo 1978). The coolest months of 

the year are August and December. The region receives an annual rainfall of 

between 400-1200mm (Dawkwa 1974). By the classificatory scheme of 

Nicholson for homogeneous rainfall regimes of West Africa, the Upper East 

belongs to the Soudanian Savanna (Nicholson 1979). The rainfall pattern 

fluctuates between the wet and dry seasons of the year. Generally, 

temperatures are consistently high throughout the year, ranging between 27-

32 degrees Celsius, with highest temperatures recorded in the dry season in 

the months of March and April, just before the onset of the rainy season. In 

the dry season, the region experiences wide diurnal fluctuation in temperature 

and farmers who practice irrigation farming complain that germination of 

crops is poor during this period compared with crops sown during the main 

rainy season. 

The rainy season is estimated to be 140-190 days in duration, while 

estimated reference evaporation (ETo Penman) is about 200 mm/annum. 

This creates a seasonal deficit in the dry season. The peak of rainfall occurs 

from late July to the middle of September, with 60% of the rainfall occurring 

within this period (Boateng 1959; Walker 1962; Dickson and Benneh 1970; 

Udo 1978). During this period, most parts of Northern Ghana receive 

torrential rains, which sometimes cause serious damage to crops, soils and 

gravelled roads. The intensity of the rains during this period coupled with the 

poor absorptive capacity of the soils causes runoff and erosion, major 
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constraints to agricultural activities in the area. Nicholson (1979) and Ojo 

(1977) note that during the growing season, especially from July to early 

November, precipitation usually exceeds évapotranspiration. 

The most humid period is from April to the end of October with 

maximum (night-time) values of relative humidity between 69-95% and 

daytime values between 32-69%. In the dry season, night-time relative 

humidity is below 50% and daytime values less than 18% (Ojo 1977). 

However, during the Harmattan period relative humidity drops as low as 10% 

due to the extreme dryness of the Harmattan winds. In Upper East, surface 

wind velocities are generally low, between 7-8 km/h during most part of the 

year but higher for the Harmattan period (December-February) and during 

rainstorms (Navrongo Metrological Station 1998). 

The climate (rainfall, temperature, humidity, sunlight hours, 

evaporation and évapotranspiration) of the Upper East is dependent on the 

movement of two major air masses. The first is the moist monsoon or tropical 

maritime air mass flowing from the southwest or Atlantic Ocean. The second 

is the dry and dusty Harmattan or tropical continental air mass flowing from 

the northeast direction from the heart of the Sahara region. The circulation of 

these two dominant air masses influences and governs seasonal changes in 

the Upper East. The zone in which these two air masses meet is known as 

the Tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ). The location of this zone oscillates 

each year and follows the seasonal movement of the sun between the 

northern and southern hemispheres. The ITCZ reaches its furthest northern 

position in mid-September and furthest southern position in December. This 

annual alternation of wet and dry seasons is one of the most crucial 

conditions for agricultural and other land use activities in the Upper East. 

The Harmattan winds set in, in November and last until March. During 

this period, Northern Ghana experiences dry and dusty conditions, and 

windstorms with cold nights and hot days. Despite the desiccating nature of 

the Harmattan winds which cause a lot of nuisance to normal life in the forms 

of cracked skin and the spread of airborne diseases such as cerebrospinal 
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meningitis, it is a great period for socialization. The dry season is the time 

when most funerals, festivals and other ceremonies are celebrated. In 

contrast to the Harmattan winds, the southwest moisture-laden monsoon 

winds bring rainfall to the region between May-October. Farmers carry out the 

bulk of farming activities during this period when the Inter-Tropical 

Convergence Zone (ITCZ) has repositioned itself furthest northwards, and the 

entire Upper East comes under the influence of rain bearing winds. The Inter-

Tropical Convergence Zone is the single most important factor that 

determines the character of the climate and subsequently the socio-economic 

life of the people of the region (Dickson and Benneh 1970). 

In the wet season, mean temperatures remain relatively high with small 

diurnal variations because of cloud cover, which attenuates the sunrays in the 

day and prevents heat generated in the day from radiating back into the 

atmosphere at night. Most farming activities take place during the wet season 

and this increases agricultural labour demands. This is also a period of 

diseases particularly malaria caused by mosquito bites and cholera. Food 

shortages and malnutrition also characterize the early part of the season. 

Chambers et al. (1981: XV) note that the wet season before the harvest is 

usually the most critical time of the year for farmers in the tropics. They point 

out that it the time of the year when adverse factors often overlap and 

interact; food shortages causing prices of food to rise. It is also period of 

sickness especially malaria, diarrhoea and skin infections. This period of the 

year is the time when women are overburdened with farm work, and tend to 

neglect childcare. Chambers et al. (1981) conclude that this time of the year 

is the hungry season and the sick season, when people are at their poorest, 

and are most vulnerable to becoming poorer. 

Besides the two major air masses is a third air mass system (south

westerly and north-easterly winds) known as the Warm Equatorial Easterly, 

which usually marks the beginning and end of the rainy season (Walker 1957; 

Dhonneur 1981). Violent nocturnal tornadoes, line squalls, and rainstorms 

characterize this third air mass, and these sometimes cause considerable 
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damage to life and property. The Warm Equatorial Easterly usually produces 

several centimetres of rain within a few hours and its precipitation pattern is 

localized (Udo 1978). 

Published material is sparse regarding climatic change in Northern 

Ghana. Ontoyin (1993) published the first major work that examined climatic 

trends in Ghana. He collected climatic data from eleven metrologica! stations 

in Ghana from 1961-1990 and compared them to data from 1931 to 1960. 

From his study, he concluded that temperatures have been rising from 1961 

to 1990. The Ghana Committee for International Hydrological Program 

(1993), in a conference report made similar observations about the reduction 

of rainfall intensity in the last twenty years. Albin Korem (Personal 

communication 1999) has observed that "over thirty years of experiences 

working in Northern Ghana, rainfall has become more erratic with shorter 

duration and intensity [start late and end early] now than when I first came to 

Ghana thirty years ago". Local older farmers in Bulsa districts have expressed 

similar views about changes in the climate, especially concerning low rainfall 

pattern and trends in the last ten years. These unfavourable climatic and 

weather changes have serious repercussions on agriculture in Northern 

Ghana, which depends mainly on rain. This calls for intensified efforts from 

policy makers to take a serious look at the impact of climate on soil and water 

conservation in the area. 

2.3.2. Geology and relief 

Flat to gently rolling terrain characterises the topography of the Upper 

East Region (Dickson and Benneh 1988; Department of Geography and 

resource Development). The region has an average elevation of about 300m 

above sea level (ibid.). Isolated hills or inselbergs, granite outcrops, boulders, 

and mounds occasionally punctuate the flat terrain. The hills along the 

Ghana-Burkina Faso boundary north of Bawku and Zebilla rise to heights 

between 100 to 150 meters above the general surrounding area (ibid.). Some 

of the isolated hills such as Tongo, Bongo, Kugri and Kanjarga are loci of 

ritual and religious ceremonies. Settlements in Bulsaland conform to the 
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general topography by avoiding lowland areas and river valleys, which are 

often vulnerable to floods and diseases such as river blindness 

(onchocerciasis), sleeping sickness (trypanosomiasis) and bilharzia 

(schistosomiasis). 

Three main geomorphological formations characterise the geology of 

the region; Granitic, the Upper Birimian, and Voltaic. The Granitic formation 

resulted in the crystallization of granite, quartzes, greenstone, feldspars, 

biotites, muscovites, amphiboles and latérite in many parts of the Upper East 

(Dickson and Benneh 1970). The Birimian has a limited distribution and 

occurs in patches in some parts of the region (Dickson and Benneh 1970). Its 

formation is associated with most minerals of economic importance such as 

gold. Isolated patches of the Birimian geological formation occurred around 

Nangodi and Tongo in the Bolgatanga District and parts of the Bawku District. 

Metamorphic and sedimentary series such as quartzite, shale, arkose 

and sandstone characterise the Voltaic formation (Dickson and Benneh 

1970). I ts formation has a Iso r esulted i n t he d eposition o f s ediments a long 

major riverbanks and valleys (White and Red Volta, Sisili and Kalpawn rives). 

The Birimian formations show strong characteristic features of hydrous oxide, 

iron, aluminium and quartz (Adu 1972; Ahn 1970). 

Soils in the Upper East are developed over these three geological 

formations and recent alluvium of mixed origin (Department of Geography 

1992). Soils over Granite and Voltaic formations have sandy to loamy 

composition in the upper horizons, and with variable amount of gravel (Adu 

1972). Changing climatic conditions over the years and human activities 

including burning and population pressure have resulted in a number of 

variations in the soils across the region (Boateng and Ayamga 1992). Despite 

differences and variations in texture, color, structure and nutrient status of 

soils across the region, soils fall under the savanna and laterite integrated 

type, classified by the Ghana Systems of Soils Classification a s lithosol or 

latosol (Ahn 1970). 
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Soils in the region are generally shallow and low in organic matter 

when compared to those of the forest zone in southern Ghana (Adu 1969; 

Boateng and Ayamga 1992). The low organic matter content is due to both 

the high temperatures, which accelerate decomposition and the annual 

burning of the vegetation after the harvest season (Korem 1982). The low 

organic content in the region also means soils here have lower nutrient status 

compared with those in the southern part of the country. Most soils are 

coarse, a nd n aturally well d rained, w ith v arious a mounts of I oosely p acked 

stones, latérite and concretions. 

The subsoils are generally shallow and poorly developed, slightly 

acidic with pH 5.5-7.0 (Ahn 1970). The soils in the region are also low in 

nitrogen, s ulphur a nd phosphorus ( ibid.). I n s orne places e specially a round 

Nangodi and parts of Bawku, soils exhibit hardpan and laterisation, which 

impede easy penetration of rainwater, and are difficult to cultivate. The high 

proportions of c lay i n m ost of t hese s oils e specially, a round B awku, c reate 

waterlogging during heavy rains and dry quickly with the slightest drought. 

Generally, most soils in Northern Ghana have poor water retention due to 

their low organic matter status (Adu 1969) 

Although most soils in the region occupy gently undulating to gently 

rolling landscape or topography, they are quite vulnerable to erosion. Sheet 

and gulley erosion is very common in many parts of the region notably 

Bawku, Sandema, Navrongo, Bongo and Pusiga. Erosion in the region is 

more serious near settlements, along major trunk roads and riverbanks. As I 

will discuss in chapters eight and nine, a combination of factors including 

overgrazing, population pressure, gravel and sand excavation, and improper 

agricultural land use practices including the annual burning of the vegetation 

as already noted, and bio-physical factors such as torrential rainfall are 

responsible for most of the erosion in the Upper East Region. As far back as 

the 1960s, Brammer (1962) suggested that erosion intensity along riverbanks 

in the area is due to changes in climate and vegetation cover, which have 

resulted in the increasing run off and changes in the base level of the rivers. 
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Adu (1969) made a similar observation in his discussion of erosion in 

Northern Ghana. 

In order to compensate for the poor soils, farmers rely heavily on 

organic manure to fertilise their fields. Farmlands that benefit from the 

application of animal manure are those immediately around the compounds. 

Relatively rich farmers supplement the organic manure with artificial fertilizer, 

which they apply to selected fields such as groundnut and rice fields. In spite 

of the general poor quality of the soils in terms of nutrient status, soils in the 

region still support a number of crops, tree species and wild life for both local 

consumption and inter-regional commerce. 

2.3.3. Vegetation 

The vegetation is savanna woodland characterized by short and tall 

tussocky a nd e lephant g rasses p unctuated by a variety of d rought a nd fire 

resistant tree species, most of which have economic value such as 

dawadawa {Parkia filicoides), ebony (Diospyros mespiliformis), baobab 

(Adansonia digitata) and sheanut (Vitellaria paradoxa). As noted earlier, the 

grassland environment, a typical feature of the landscape of the region, is 

interspersed with clusters of groves that serve as the focal points of religious 

and ritual ceremonies. The sacred groves contain many different tree species 

of economic and medicinal significance (see Dorm-Adzobu et. al 1991). There 

are similar clusters and patches of bushes, fringing forest (gallery forest) 

found along the banks of some important streams and rivers, and this breaks 

the monotony of the grassland vista. In addition to a few natural forest 

reserves found along the banks of major rivers and the sacred groves, there 

are a number of government established forest reserves in many parts of the 

region. Most of these government forest plantations were established during 

the colonial regime (since 1950s), and contain exotic species such as neem 

and cassia to supplement local demand for construction timber and fuelwood 

(USAID1991). 

In the extreme north of the Upper East Region, especially around 

Pusiga and Zebilla in the Bawku district, there are apparent signs of the 
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encroaching desert. The local people say that there is an increasing presence 

of thorn bushes native to the desert and sandy patches in the last decade. 

The vegetation remains green and fresh over the wet season, but turns brown 

in the dry season and is finally burnt towards the end of the dry season. This 

leaves much of the ground surface bare making the land prone to erosion. 

2.3.4. Environmental problems 

The biophysical environment of the Upper East region makes it 

susceptible to many environmental hazards. The fragile nature of the soils, 

the erratic pattern of rainfall, high temperatures and relatively poor and 

sensitive soils, in addition to some aspects of land use practice, make the 

area prone to degradation and desertification. As I will discuss in chapter 

nine, the Department of Geography and Resource Development, University of 

Ghana (1992) has identified land degradation as one of the critical and severe 

environmental problems in the Upper East. Land degradation assumes 

various forms including the loss of vegetation cover, habitats, biological 

diversity, and soils, all of which lead to loss in the productive capacity of the 

land to support humans, plants, birds and animals. The Department of 

Geography and Resource Development, University of Ghana (1992), in a 

survey conducted in the Upper East, reveals that about 83,489 km 2 

representing about 35% of the land area of Ghana is at risk of desertification 

or degradation. This study went on to classify the Upper East as a critical 

area, which is under serious threat of desertification. Agyepong and Kufogbe 

(1994) used remote sensing technologies and field verification to assess the 

environmental problems in the region, and came to similar conclusions. I will 

provide a detailed discussion on the causes, effects, response and actions of 

local people, government and non-government agencies in dealing with land 

degradation in the region in chapter nine. 
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2.4. SOCIO-CULTURAL AND HUMAN GEOGRAPHY 

This section provides a broad discussion on socio-cultural, economic 

and political life of the people of the Bulsa, noting that detailed discussions on 

these topics will be covered in chapter five. 

2.4.1. Social structure 

The social organization of the Bulsa is based on the segmentary 

lineage system of agnatic descent similar to that of the Tallensi described by 

Fortes (1945). The individual traces his or her origins to a common ancestor 

in a hierarchical structure, which is further divided up into series of segments 

and with each segment identified by reference to its founding male ancestor. 

Patrilineality is the main determinant of political allegiance and social 

organization in that it confers jural status, rights of inheritance and succession 

to property and offices, ritual privilege and obligations of members to one 

other. As a patrilineal society, the male genealogical senior of the group is the 

head of all social and domestic units (families, lineages and clans). The same 

applies to important offices such as the land custodian and eldership. 

Socio-political power is invested in individual household heads, village 

elders a nd t he I and c ustodians ( teng-nyno) a nd h is representatives. H eads 

and elders of families, households and compounds, and the land custodians 

are repositories of ancient (ancestral) wisdom and knowledge, and socio-

cultural customs. Together, they form a corporate body and take major 

decisions on socio-cultural, economic and political matters that affect the 

society. Although the modem system of governance has usurped some of the 

powers of the traditional institutions (chiefs and land custodians), the post-

colonial state has continued to lean on local chiefs for support in the 

implementation of central and local government programs. 

Land is the most important resource base in the Upper East, and 

control over it falls under the office of the land custodian. Scholars working in 

Northern Ghana regularly refer to the land custodian as the land or earth 

priest (Kroger 1982; Fortes 1945). Although the term "land or earth priest" has 
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become entrenched in the literature, I prefer using "land custodian" because 

the use of the term priest is problematic in Bulsa society. The Bulsa term for 

the person who presides over land matters is teng-nyono5 (teng means land 

and nyono means owner or head). Although, teng-nyono implies ritual 

responsibility, this ritual responsibility does not make him a priest. The term 

priest is foreign to the Bulsa; there is no Buli word for it, and this makes it 

inappropriate to describe the teng-nyono as a priest. I find almost the same 

problem with the concept in the neighbouring local languages and dialects. 

Among the Tallensi, Tendaana (ten means land and daana owner, tender, 

controller or keeper). To elaborate further on the inappropriateness of the 

term, I will cite few other examples. The Bulsa talk of the rainmaker as 

wenzuk-nyono (wenzuk means on the head of god but is used to talk about 

the s kies and t he p lanetary s ystem a s a w hole) w hich m eans c ustodian of 

rain) or ngmomk yikroa (ngmoruk means rain; yikroa catcher or holder). Land 

or e arth p riest a ppears t o b e Westerners' a ttempt to represent o r t ranslate 

local ideas into their own idiom, which has contributed to the entrenchment of 

the term, which many local and foreign researchers working in Northern 

Ghana still use. 

The office of the teng-nyono is of remote antiquity and still survives 

among the Bulsa. As I will discuss in chapters five and six, the functions of 

the land custodian are centred on land matters; he deals with all matters that 

relate to the physical and social well being of the land and acts as a mediator 

between the living (human beings) and the earth/land gods. In times of 

drought, poor harvest and other misfortunes, he liaises with other specialists 

such as the rainmakers and clan elders to search for and to identify the 

causes of such predicaments, and to make the necessary offerings to bring 

order back to the land and the people. 

5 Like the family, lineage and clan heads who make sacrifices on behalf of their descent 
groups, t he teng-nyono o r I and c ustodian o ffer sacrifices t o t he I and g od o n b ehalf o f t he 
group and reside on matters regarding the use and maintenance of the land. The Bulsa never 
describe him as priest. 
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Gender division of labour is a prominent feature in Bulsa socio-cultural 

and economic life especially in farming activities. In addition to certain 

traditional roles such as childbirth and care, food preparation and processing 

(including water and fuel collecting), and the production of vegetables to 

supplement the family diet, Bulsa women are becoming more and more 

involved in the entire household production process. Several scholars (e.g. 

Beneria [ed.] 1982; Boserup 1970; Dumor 1983; Fortmann 1985) note that 

the breakdown of the traditional gender division of labour in traditional 

societies has shifted more burdens onto rural women. As I discuss in chapter 

seven and eight in Bulsa society women are taking over responsibilities such 

as fulltime farming which members traditionally regard as men activities. 

2.4.2. World view and systems of thought 

Although there is no uniformity in the pattern of doctrines and ritual 

practices among the different ethnic groups in the Upper East, the basic 

beliefs a nd concepts are very s imilar. Religion a mong t he i ndigenes of t he 

Upper East involves the veneration of ancestors and numerous other deities 

or spirits. People locate spirits in trees, rivers, groves, hills, and stones, and 

other material and non-material objects that they believe to possess special 

power. Despite the strong belief in these entities, they have a clear 

conception of a supreme deity, for which the various ethnic groups have 

different names. 

Ancestral veneration is one of the most visible aspects of Bulsa 

traditional religious practice (Kroger 1982). Every family, lineage or clan has a 

special s hrine d edicated p rimarily to its founding a ncestor. These a ncestral 

shrines are the focus of lineage or clan unity and a symbol of the group's 

corporate identity. The society maintains socio-cultural identity through 

periodic sacrifices that they make to the various ancestral gods within the 

group. Socio-political and ritual power flows through senior members, elders 

and land custodians of the various compounds, lineages and clans heads. At 

the lineage and clan levels, members from each domestic unit meet with their 

head as the presiding member to deliberate on issues that are of collective 
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interest to members within the group. At present, at the village and sub-village 

level, chiefs and sub-chiefs exercise political control and are the link between 

the people and the modem administration (district assembly). 

Aside from t he t radition o r I ocal religion, I slam a nd C hristianity h ave 

made major incursions into the region since the sixteenth and nineteenth 

centuries respectively. While Christianity (different churches) is spreading to 

the most remote parts of the region, Islam has remained largely confined to 

the commercial and historical Muslim centres such as central Bawku, 

Bolgatanga, Navrongo and Sandema. 

Ceremonies such as harvest festivals, farming work parties, initiation 

ceremonies, and funeral celebrations are important in Bulsa socio-cultural life. 

The "Feok," celebrated annually (in the month of December) is the major 

festival of the Bulsa. Feok is a thanksgiving festival for the Bulsa to express 

their gratitude to the gods for blessing the previous season. It is also a 

commemorative festival to remind the Bulsa of their gallant defence against 

the notorious slave raiders, Babatu and Samori in the early nineteenth 

century. 

Communal labour including work parties is an important aspect of 

Bulsa socio-cultural life. Farming work parties are common throughout the 

District. The aim of such parties is for the members of the corporate group to 

renew their allegiance by contributing labour to their leaders and for members 

to socialize. At such parties, the host distributes beer to his guests 

(representatives from each compound or lineage) along rigidly laid down 

rules. Usually, the sharing of the beer begins with the most senior member of 

the clan, and then with lineage and compound heads in a descending order. 

The farming work party ceremony, like most rituals and sacrifices, is rich with 

the group's genealogical histories and kinship relations. My observations 

reveal that ceremonies like the beer party are also repositories of the groups' 

social, genealogical and political histories. Eguchi (1975:77) noted in his 

analysis of beer drinking among the Hide in the Mandara mountains in 
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Cameroun that the principle of patriarchal consanguinity governs the drinking 

of ceremonial beer in Hide society. 

2.4.3. Socio-economic life and activities 

The Upper East is one of the poorest regions in the country due to 

geographical, environmental and historical reasons (MOFA 2002). It was the 

last area in Ghana to come under British administration or control. 

Infrastructural development including transportation and formal education 

occurred first in the Gold Coast Colony and Asante, and this contributed in 

creating regional disparities between northern and southern Ghana. It was not 

until after World War II, that the colonial administration showed much interest 

in Northern Ghana, but even then only as supplier of labour to the expanding 

industries in the south part of the country. Agyemang (2000:475) aptly notes 

that "colonial economic development created multiple nations in one country". 

Adarkwa (1983) states clearly that the Upper Region is the least developed in 

Ghana in terms of economic opportunities (industries and factories), social 

services (education, health facilities, water and electricity supply), 

infrastructure (roads and telecommunication) and administrative structures. 

The Upper East has the highest poverty and illiteracy rates in the country 

(Agyemang 2000). Only 10% of the population can be classified as 

functionally literate as compared with the national figure of about 70%, and 

14% of school-age children attend school (Government of Ghana 1999). 

Subsistence agriculture (crop cultivation and livestock husbandry) 

including part-time hunting and fishing is the mainstay of the people of the 

Upper East Region. Agriculture employs about 70% of the active population 

(Government of Ghana 1999). These agricultural activities have evolved 

under environmental, ecological and social constraints. Farmers have been 

cultivating most of the crops such as millet, sorghum and guinea com, and 
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different varieties of beans including bambara bean 6 over millennia, and these 

crops have become well adapted to the climate and soils. 

The system of farming in the region is rain-fed mixed cropping on 

permanent farms. More than 50% of the arable land is planted annually 

(Upper East Annual Agricultural Report 1996). However, in the last two 

decades, the construction of the Tono and Vea dams and irrigation projects in 

Navrongo and Bolgatanga respectively has provided opportunities for limited 

dry season farming in some parts of the region, especially for communities 

close to these i rrigation facilities. This helps t o d iscourage rural-urban d rift, 

and increases food supply to the region. Major crops produced at Tono and 

Vea irrigation schemes include rice, tomatoes, soybeans, groundnuts and 

cowpeas, with less attention to the traditional crops such as millet and 

sorghum. The subsistence farmers' major complaint is that these irrigation 

facilities are not accessible and affordable to them. It requires some amount 

of capital (fertiliser, pesticides, tractor services and cash to pay for the use of 

the water) to engage in irrigation farming, which the majority of local farmers 

cannot afford. As such, the Vea and Tono irrigation projects are monopolised 

by commercial cash crop producers, and civil and public servants who have 

taken to farming as a part-time business. During an interview, an extension 

worker who owns a plot at one of irrigation schemes confirmed that irrigation 

is for the rich farmers and not the poor subsistence producer. 

Despite the fact that over 70% of the population is engaged in farming, 

the Upper East Region remains prone to perennial food shortages, especially 

during the dry season and the period just before harvesting of the early millet 

(July). Food supply and nutritional requirements are closely linked to 

agriculture and other opportunities offered by the ecological zone. Benneh 

6 The centre of origins of the bambara beans (Vignea subterranea) is thought to be Bambara, 
near Timbuktu in Mali, West Africa; hence, the common name, bambara beans. It is one of 
the most adaptable and tolerant crops to harsh conditions (low rains and soil fertility, high 
relative resistance to diseases and pests (personal communication with Korem 1999). 
According K orem, i t i s a n ideal p easant farmer c rop b ecause it g rows s o well i n d rought-
prone area, need little or no chemical fertilizers, and is easy to harvest. 
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(1973) notes the perennial food shortage as the major cause of the serious 

child malnutrition in the Region. A UNICEF Report (1988) estimates that food 

intake d uring t he I ean o r h ungry s eason ( March-July) d rops b y 6 0% b elow 

average requirement. Similarly, Agyemang (2000:477) notes, "incidence of 

poverty, malnutrition and children in poor health is much more severe in the 

Upper East than any other part of the country". The Centre for Health 

Statistics (1989) also reports that the Upper East Region has the highest 

percentage of 'stunting' (under height) and 'wasting' (under weight) of children 

in the country. According to the Centre's report (ibid.), 58% of children from 

zero to five (0-5) years are stunted and 65% of children of one to two (1.2) 

years are wasted. The annual shortage of food supply forces families to turn 

to alternative income generating activities such as fuelwood and charcoal 

making, which as I discuss in chapters nine, has both direct and indirect 

repercussions on land management. 

Animal husbandry is the second most important activity in terms of 

contribution to the local economy and to the socio-cultural life of the people. 

Livestock have economic functions including routine food supplies, 

commercial and wealth accumulation or savings, animal traction, manure and 

to give as presents to friends, visitors and relatives. In addition, livestock play 

a cardinal role in the socio-cultural life of the people (e.g. use in sacrifices, 

bridewealth and dowries, funerals and as social prestige). Families only sell 

their livestock when the harvest is poor to get extra cash to supplement family 

income or to buy foodstuffs during the lean seasons. In Bulsa society, 

members regard any farmer who owns many cattle as a wealthy person or a 

"plutocrat" (dobroaba, meaning heavy person or ganta-nyam meaning person 

of wealth or riches). Although in principle, individuals own the livestock, in 

practice cattle are the joint property of the group (family, linage and 

compound) and sometime the entire clan. The Bulsa consider cattle in the 

family to be the property of the ancestors. Livestock reared in the area include 

indigenous humpless West African short horn cattle, sheep, goats, and a 

variety of birds (chickens and guinea fowls). The most common livestock 
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diseases in the area include rinderpest, anthrax, blacklegs, rabies, fowl pox, 

Clostridia and trypanosomiasis. 

Following the droughts in the 1970s, there has been a massive influx 

of Fulani herdsmen with their cattle from the neighbouring countries of 

Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger into the Upper East. This influx of the Fulani 

herders is gradually becoming an environmental problem in the area. In an 

interview, a senior official from the District Department of Agriculture indicated 

that since the 1980s his office has been receiving reports and complaints 

yearly from the local people about negative activities of the Fulani herders 

and their livestock. Besides the destruction of crops and farms, farmers also 

complained that huge presence of the Fulani cattle contribute to the pollution 

and silting up of dams and rivers, sources of drinking water for the local 

people. The officer also indicated that the browsing of these large numbers of 

cattle has serious negative effects on the few forest reserves in the area. 

These problems coupled with the refusal of the immigrant Fulani herdsmen to 

comply with local customs and land use practices has created tensions 

between them and local land users, sometimes leading to open confrontation 

and clashes. 

With the increasing clashes in recent times, the government has to 

intervene with the launching of 'Operation Cowleg' in 1990 to force out the 

Fulani herders, especially groups that do not recognize local land use rules 

and laws. The 'Operation Cowleg' drove a total number of 368 Fulani with a 

cattle population of 14,839 out of the Upper East in 1990 (Upper East 

Department of Animal Health 1990). Out of this number, the Bulsa District 

expelled 40 herdsmen with 1,383 cattle. 

Hunting, gathering and fishing play a vital role in the food procurement 

strategies of the Bulsa. There is abundant accumulated knowledge on some 

of these activities, handed down from generation to generation through oral 

histories, practice and observation. Until the advent of the European-made 

flintlock guns, the main weapon of the local hunter was the bow and arrow. In 

addition, a considerable number of full and part-time specialists and 
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professionals are present in the society to perform important functions. They 

include blacksmiths (choabiisa), diviners and soothsayers (baanoaba), 

medicine people (tiim-nyam7), healers, builders, musicians, drummers, potters 

and undertakers within each settlement 

Throughout the Upper East, there are many thriving markets in the 

major towns. Goods sold in the various markets include foodstuffs (grains, 

yam and vegetables), livestock (cows, goat, sheep, chickens and guinea 

fowls), textile and second-hand clothing {Bruni-waawo, a Twi word in the 

Asante language, which means white person's death). Most markets occur 

once every three days, with a few, such as Fumbesi every seven days. Some 

of the markets only function well in the dry season because roads are either 

impassable during parts of the rainy season or are washed away by the 

heavy rains that occur between the months of August and September. 

A number of government institutions and non-governmental 

organizations operate in the Bulsa district capital to provide services and 

employment. Non governmental organizations include the Canadian 

International Development Agency (CIDA), the United States of America 

International Development (USAID)8, ActionAid (a British NGO), the 

Presbyterian and Catholic Agricultural Projects and a few local NGOs such as 

and the Vuum Tree Planting Project and the Kalijisa Cooperative Society. 

These agencies provide a number of services ranging from health services to 

farmers' support programs to supplement central and local governments' 

efforts. In line with its "basic needs" philosophy of development, CIDA has 

made a significant impact in the region in the provision portable water. It has 

thereby helped to improve health and human productivity by releasing women 

7 Tiim in Bulsa refers to medicine, charms and 'juju'. There are various shrines (tiim-bogluta) 
to which they make sacrifices for protection and success in farming (kpari-tiim), hunting 
(yaalim-tiim) and riches (nganta-tiim or jigsim-tiim). Bulsa wear bangles or amulets, which 
they believe contain tiim to protect them and their families against evil spirits, enemies and for 
good luck (zunalung-tiim). Healers use tiim for the treatment of diseases and other illness. 

8 Although CIDA and USAID are government organisation within the context of Canada and 
United States of America, in Ghana they are classified and treated as NGOs because these 
agencies are not under the direct control of the national government. 
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who used to spend a great part of their time looking for water in dry season to 

devote their time to other economic activities. 

The district has one hospital (located in Sandema, the district capital) 

and three clinics (Fumbesi, Siniesiand Chuchuliga) owned and run by the 

central government. Non-government organizations such as the Catholic and 

Presbyterian missions also maintain and run clinics at Wiaga and Sandema. 

As part of the efforts to improve the health needs of the district, the 

government has established a number of Primary Health Care (PHC) and 

Expanded Program on Immunization (EPI) centres in other parts of the 

district. 

In the area of education, there are at least a primary and a junior 

secondary school in almost all the eleven villages within the district. In 

addition, there are three senior secondary schools and one vocational training 

center. As in many parts of Northern Ghana, there is a lack of personnel to 

run most of these government departments. Most trained and qualified 

personnel, especially people who are not natives of the region or a district, 

often resist postings or transfers to less developed areas such as the Bulsa 

District. 

2.4.4. Political structure 

Two parallel systems of political authority co-exist in the Bulsa District 

today. The first system is traditional rule or customary authority invested in 

chiefs, who rely on heads of the domestic units such as household, 

compound, lineage, clan heads and elders, land custodians and rainmakers 

to enforce their authority at the local level. The Bulsa District is made of 

twelve settlements or villages with each village further divided into sub-

villages or sections. Each section or sub-village consist of clans and lineages. 

The traditional political system of the Bulsa is similar to the Tallensi described 

by Goody (1990). Although ultimate power at the family, lineage or clan 

levels reside in the heads of these units, the domestic unit heads consult 

other members of their domestic units before taking decisions on major 

issues. 
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The second system is the central administration effected through 

appointed government officials, representatives and other functionaries. The 

village chiefs form a link between the modem state administrations and the 

people at the lineage, clan and sub-village level. In conjunction with 

government institutions (district assemblies and local area councils), chiefs in 

the Upper East Region continue to play a vital role in the implementation of 

government programs and projects especially at the local level. 

As I discuss these issues in chapter five, other influential political 

groups in Northern Ghana include youth associations, missionary groups and 

other voluntary organisations and lobby groups such as professional 

association (Fanners Association), which though not part of the formal 

government s tructure, e xert c onsiderable i nfluence o n many a spects o f t he 

socio-economic and political life in the region. 

2.5. THE THREEFOLD ENCOUNTER. 

The threefold encounter with colonialism, Christianity and Islam has 

had a dramatic influence on the historical, socio-cultural, economic and social 

life of Northern Ghana. Since the fifteenth century, the Upper East has been 

strongly influenced by the neighbouring centralized Mossi, Dagomba and 

Mamprusi states, and by European colonizers (Portuguese, Dutch, Danish 

and British) in later years. Tait (1955) noted that colonialism, Christianity, and 

Islam brought many fundamental structural changes in all spheres of life to 

the people of the Northern Territories. 

Illiasu (1975), Manoukian (1952) and Wilks (1962) noted that by the 

1800s Islam was well established in many urban centres in the Northern 

Ghana. Associated with the introduction of Islam is the caravan trade. 

According to Wilks (1962), by 1800 many caravan trade routes had 

developed and traversed much of what is today the Upper East Region. 

These trade networks brought waves of local migrations, intermarriages and 

consequently the diffusion of technologies and new religious belief systems, 

especially Islam. The Hausa and Mande traders also brought with them the 
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Hausa language, which has remained the commercial language or the lingua 

franca in business transactions in Northern Ghana (Wilks 1962). Bovili (1958) 

pointed out that although the first Moslem settlers were less versed in their 

religion, their influence over many aspects of the socio-religious, cultural, 

political a nd e conomic o f N orthern G hana i s u ndeniable. A ccording to h im, 

Islam contributed significantly to the lifestyle, culture, progress, and 

development of Northern Ghana. Rattray (1932) reported that the Moslem 

settlers, who were mostly traders, were assets to the Gold Coast and took 

advantage of the arrival of the British to expand their trade. One colonial 

officer reported that "salt, cola and certain European goods were in great 

demand resulting from the spread of the Islamic faith" (National Archives of 

Ghana: 1916 (Official Report 1906). The infiltration of Islam into Northern 

Ghana and its effects on the course of history and socio-economic and 

political life of the area is incomplete without the story of Babatu and Samori. 

Babatu and Samori were notorious slave raiders who came from 

somewhere in the geographical region of what is now the Republic of Guinea. 

Samori and Babatu served in the army of the Mande Kings (Official Report 

1906:No. 530). With this experience and the zeal to establish a Muslim 

empire by conquest, they embarked upon wars against all non-Muslim states. 

By 1898, almost every part of Northern Ghana had felt the effects of Babatu 

and Samori's wars. They raided and took many people as slaves and 

established Moslem communities (Akanko 1982). All over Northern Ghana, 

there are countless stories and versions of Babatu and Samori's ruthlessness, 

plundering and devastation. There are also a number of festivals celebrated 

by almost all the ethnic groups in the Upper East to commemorate their 

resistance of Babatu and Samori's raids. 

The caravan trade also contributed to internal wars among the 

"centralized" states (Dagomba, Mamprusi and Mossi). There was fierce 

competition among these centralized states, as each wanted to expand and 

extend its political hegemony over the small savanna "stateless" societies in 

the Upper East and to control the trade routes that traverse the area (Daaku 
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1970; Drucker-Brown 1988). The Babatu and Samori raids together with 

constant attacks from the centralized states of Dagomba, Mamprusi and 

Mossi brought the realization among the stateless for the need to have 

centralized leaders for the purpose of a common defence (Hodden 1965). 

Until this period, the various ethnic groups in the Upper East had often relied 

on the individual, family, clan, and lineage heads, land custodians and war 

leaders (tugurik-nab) for political leadership (Dickson 1969; Akanko 1982). In 

particular, the office of the war leader became popular as the rallying point of 

the people. Illiasu (1975) noted that usually after such wars, the war leaders 

would return to their normal life and would have little or minimum control over 

the people. 

By the close of 1800's, some of the centralized states particularly the 

state of Mamprusi began to install or enskin9 secular rulers of Mamprusi origin 

among the stateless along major trade routes, which it had brought under its 

control either through conquest or through other forms of agreements and 

negotiations (Holden 1965). In addition, with population pressure the 

Mamprusi began to move out of Mamprusiland to establish settlements 

among t he I ocal people. These s ettlers I ater i mposed t hemselves a s rulers 

over the local population with political institutions modeled on those of the 

Mamprusi. Until quite recently (the last twenty years), most chiefs in the 

Upper East including those in Bolgatanga, Zuarungo, Tongo and Nangodi 

were enskinned or installed by the Na-yeri (paramount chief of the Mamprusi). 

The colonial presence in the Gold Coast dates back to 1471 with the 

arrival of the Portuguese, but it was not until towards the end of the early 

1900s that the British, who had confined their rule to the Colony and Ashanti 

(Asante), extended their influence to the Northern Territories (Anafu1973). 

Ladoucheur ( 1979:45) s uggests that the reason it took the colonial powers 

such a long period to extend their rule to Northern Ghana was that they 

9 Enskinned or Enskinment is the term that people in the Upper used for conducting a person 
into the chieftaincy office. The symbol of chiefs in Northern Ghana is the animal (cow, leopad 
or lion) skin they sit reside. 
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considered the area as an economic liability. With the planting of the Union 

Jack at Gambaga in 1902, the first British administrative headquarters of the 

then Northern Territories was established (llliasu 1975). In 1907, the British 

relocated their administrative capital from Gambaga to Tamale. During the 

first ten years, the colonial presence was kept at a minimal level since they 

did not see any immediate economic benefit of the area until they discovered 

its trade and labour potentials (ibid.). In the context of the dependency theory 

or core periphery model, Northern Ghana's main contribution was to supply 

labour to the Colony and Asante for the construction of roads, railways, mines 

and as cocoa farm workers. This colonial policy of assigning the Northern 

Territories as providers of labour has had both direct and indirect 

repercussions on the development of the area including land use 

management regimes. 

The c olonial i nitial presence i n t he U pper E ast was n ot peaceful, a s 

many of the ethnic groups tried to resist the colonial administration, llliasu 

(1975) reports clashes between the British and groups such as the Bulsa and 

the Kassena. He notes that the Gurunsi 1 0 made frequent attacks on colonial 

officials and their trade representatives. Kinnealy (1907) pointed out that 

some of the attacks by the Bulsa and Kassena on traders led the British 

Colonial government to send a punitive expedition to Navrongo in 1907, 

which led to the destruction of many houses. 

As the British colonial administration was busy quelling inter-ethnic 

clashes and wars to pave the way for their rule, the first Missionary group of 

three Roman Catholic fathers arrived in 1906 to Navrongo from 

Ouagadougou, the capital of Burkina Faso (Kinnealy 1907, Fleury 1907, 

1908). At the time, this missionary group was looking for a new area to 

spread its activities. In addition, the group was looking for a safe place to 

work. The anticlerical movement had gained momentum in France and they 

In the early period of colonialism in Northern Ghana, British colonial administration 
originally used the term "Gurunsi" to describe all the stateless societies in the Upper East but 
it later came to by applied to the Kassena, Nankani and the Bulsa. 
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feared that the movement might force them out of the French colonies, and 

they considered Northern Ghana, under British rule, as an ideal place to 

continue their missionary activities. The group quickly established a firm 

ground in Navrongo and Wiaga in the Kassena-Nankani and Bulsa districts. 

By 1907, they had established a number of dispensaries, schools and 

churches in the Upper East. 

With the support and collaboration of the local chiefs and their elders, 

and the colonial district commissioners, the group started their first school in 

Navrongo with an enrolment of twenty-six boys (Fleury 1907,1908). Religion 

was the focus in the school, followed by agriculture with model farms and 

gardens. Later in the 1950s, other missionary groups such as the 

Presbyterian and Methodist missions were established. All these missionary 

groups have made important contributions to many areas of development in 

Northern Ghana. Today, the Christian missions and churches operate some 

of the most effective non-governmental organizations involved in land use 

and environment management and extension (e.g. Sandema Presbyterian 

Agricultural Station and Wiaga Catholic Agricultural Projects). 

The threefold encounter contributed to shaping and reshaping the 

traditional social, political and economic institutions in both negative and 

positive ways. On the positive side, they contributed to the distribution and 

diffusion of technological systems, the introduction of and experimentation 

with new crop and livestock varieties, land use practices and resource 

management regimes. The colonial administration and the missionary groups 

also helped to establish modem health and formal educational facilities in the 

Upper East. 

On the negative side, these groups caused cultural confusion among 

the local people. Both Islam and Christian agents forced their converts to 

abandon their beliefs, taboos and ancestral veneration, which they regarded 

as mere superstition. In the missionary schools, children were forced to 

comply with religious doctrines and to despise their local religious practices 

and belief systems. For the colonial administration and their missionary 
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collaborators to achieve their aim of assimilation, all schools in the territories 

during the early years were boarding schools. This meant that children stayed 

away from home with less contact with their parents, relatives and elders of 

the communities from whom they normally would be taught and introduced to 

local customs, taboos and traditional ways of life. According to Bourret 

(1951:145), the missionaries considered many local practices and beliefs as 

products of benighted savagery and perverted superstition, which were of no 

use in the 'Western world or civilization'. Thus, with the introduction of 

Western education, boys and girls tended to be alienated from tribal ties. 

Bourret (1951:145) in his book T h e Gold Coasf gives a good analysis of the 

problem: 

If schools are to give education, which will fit the child for a 
future in his or her community, they must be as closely 
integrated with the tribal life as possible. Almost all the 
problems which now face the Gold Coast, whether of political, 
economic or social nature, could be solved, in large part at 
least by a wise system of education which would combine 
what is most suitable in Christian civilization with the best of 
the rich heritage of African life and culture. 

According to Bourret, though a well-designed educational system based on 

the culture and traditions of the people was urgent and necessary, the 

colonial and missionary education system made no attempt at it. As a result, 

in many instances, education in the Northern Territories was neither Western 

nor African and often tended to imbibe the worst of both (Bourret 1951). Even 

in modern Ghana, education system has not witnessed any radical change 

from the colonial period exception in the expansion of schools. Formal 

education is still characterised by a heavy Western-based curriculum and 

regional disparity in access to education facilities. The expansion in education 

facilities was partly influenced by the idea of modernisation (modernisation 

theory) which equates high literacy with modernity and development. 

Despite the strong influence of this threefold encounter on the 

indigenes of the Upper East, they have resisted complete a ssimilation and 

acculturation and have continued to retain much of their traditional socio-



50 

cultural, economic and politico-ritual organizations. This is reflected in the 

high proportion (about 68%) of the indigene population who still maintained 

their traditional/local religion (Government of Ghana 1999) 

2.6. CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter, I have provided background information on the study 

area by highlighting issues that are directly relevant to the questions I address 

in the dissertation. The chapter is not an exhaustive treatment of the 

biophysical and social geography of the Upper East Region or the Bulsa 

District. Detailed discussion on the specifics of how the bio-physical and 

social environment of the area impinge upon Bulsa land use practices and 

resource management regimes or how the Bulsa articulate with the physical 

and social environment will be examined in a later part of the dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE RESEARCH TASK AND SCOPE 

3.1. INTRODUCTION 

In the early development of anthropology, the use of the term 

"tradition" was associated with negative connotations 'attitudes of simple, 

savage, primitive and static' societies (see Hodgen 1964; Ulin 1991; 

Hobhouse et al 1915). Van Walligen (1980) notes that from the beginning of 

anthropology as discipline, anthropological projects were often defined as 

"study of others", usually non-European societies. According to Van Willigen, 

this study of others did not start as a scholarly field but as a 'civilising mission' 

and the common terms were 'modem versus traditional or civilised versus 

primitive*. Van Willigen (1980) refers to a statement, which Tylor is reported to 

have suggested that anthropology was a reformer's science which primary 

goal was to study and identify in non-European cultures the surviving traces 

of superstition, mistaken belief and outmoded customs. One may say that 

Van Walligen h as t aken a n e xtreme a nd s omehow a b iased v iew o f Tylor. 

However, at another level, Van Walligen's argument and criticism of Tylor has 

some g rounds, especially when we take Tylo^s work at face value ( 1958), 

especially some of the titles of his works (e.g. The Primitive Savages) 

seemingly suggest a biased attitude towards the term tradition. For instance, 

Tylor (1958: 539) stated that 'the study of traditional societies was to 

determine how the vestiges of the past could be stamped out and to civilise 

these uncivilised or primitive societies' 

In this chapter, I sketch out the definition of key concepts and provide 

review of the literature on the historical development of human-environment-

culture studies to serve a s a prelude and a framework for my d issertation. 

This chapter also tackles my research question, which is to investigate the 

interaction between Bulsa and their physical environment through their socio-

cultural, economic and political institutions, and within the context of their 

world view. 
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3.2. REVIEW OF THE TERM "TRADITION" 

Until recently, researchers, governments and development 

practitioners ignored and often maligned traditional institutions and knowledge 

systems (TIKS). Nineteenth century colonial science played an important role 

in this attitude towards TIKS, as documented by a number of scholars 

(Warren 1989; Jackson 1987; Slikkerveer 1989). Warren (1989a) in an article 

entitled T h e impact of nineteenth century social science in establishing 

negative values and attitudes towards indigenous knowledge systems" aptly 

points out that many early nineteenth century scholars depicted indigenous 

institutions, practices and knowledge systems as primitive, simple uncivilised 

and static (also see Van Willigen 1980). Warren gave two reasons for the 

perpetuation of these negative stereotypes, perceptions or misconceptions 

about TIKS in the early period of colonialism. According to Warren, the 

colonial authorities sponsored or controlled most works produced in the early 

periods and as such, both the colonial authorities and their missionary agents 

carefully orchestrated the portrayal of the colonies in negative stereotypes to 

justify their presence as 'a civilising mission,' in the colonies. Warren further 

notes t hat s ince m any o f t hese early c olonizers c ould n ot easily e xplain o r 

understand most local institutions and practices within their Western thought, 

they tend to describe such local institutions and practices contrasted 

abrasively with their own as primitive and drawback to their civilizing mission 

(Warren 1989a). 

As a result, much of the literature published during the early colonial 

period was quite sceptical about TIKS and its relevance to development 

(Warren 1989a). The attitudes of the colonisers, their missionary agents and 

some of the early colonial scholars indirectly contributed to the delay in the 

development of TIKS in academic and research institutions (Warren 1989a). 

This attitude to TIKS was also partly responsible for the reluctant involvement 

of local scholars with the subject (TIKS) until the 1980s. 

As I discuss in chapters four I experienced some of these negative 

colonial effects during my fieldwork. Young educated informants either 
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refused to or were reluctant to talk about traditional practices and knowledge 

systems because of the misconception that traditional practices, knowledge 

systems and ways of life are inferior to those of the West or to knowledge 

generated through formal learning institutions. Young informants were 

uncomfortable talking about traditional practices and knowledge systems for 

fear that they would be labelled as backward or primitive. However, the 

current growing interest in TIKS shown by both local and Western 

researchers (see Warren et al 1995) indicates that these negative attitudes 

and misconceptions created and perpetrated during the colonial era may be 

slowly changing, but the past still haunts the present. 

I do not intend to delve into the huge area of post-colonial theory or the 

negative impact of colonialism; suffice it to say that colonialism created a 

deep imprint on African lifestyle, identity, and development, and it has 

continued to dominate fora on major issues in Africa. As noted by The 

Economist (1995: 68) in an editorial The Scramble for Africa": 

Perhaps the Africans' worst loss from colonialism was not of 
land or power but self-respect, as the colonisers taught them 
that t heir n ative w ays o f I ife, c ulture a nd g ods w ere i nferior 
and should be abandoned. 

Although colonialism did provide some benefits (e.g., infrastructure, social 

services, the growth of nationalism) as earlier mentioned, it deeply 

perpetuated the idea that Africans were without history and culture, and had 

inferior lifestyles and practices (Warren 1989a). These negative attitudes 

have helped to alter the identity of the African, and this impact has been more 

costly than any material development (Warren 1989a). 

Not all colonial writers and administrators shared the idea of the 

inferiority of traditional African practices and institutions. A few exceptional 

individuals understood the value of TIKS in positive terms. Some expressed 

their fascination with the highly-developed traditional institutions, practices 

and knowledge in the colonies. For instance, Louis Leakey (1936) described 

in detail the sophistication and sustainability of Kikuyu (Kenya) agricultural 

practice and knowledge systems in land use and soil conservation 
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management. He argued that Kikuyu agricultural knowledge and practice 

provided the basis for sustainable farming and land management, and urged 

Kikuyu farmers to reject European-farming techniques being promoted in 

Kenya at the turn of this century by British agricultural officers. 

In social science and particularly anthropological research, the term 

"tradition" has developed into one of those least well-defined terms (see 

Warren 1989a). Today researchers use tradition" in a positive sense without 

any bias. Berkes (1993:3) notes that, the term tradition implies neither 

attitudes of simple, savage, primitive and static societies nor an inflexible 

adherence to the past and the exclusion of adaptation of foreign and new 

ideas, conventions and practices. Berkes rather defines the term to include 

wise, time-tested adaptations to specific circumstances by small-scale 

societies. For Berkes (1993), new ideas and practices that fit into the complex 

fabric of existing traditions and cultures are readily if advantageously, 

incorporated into a given traditional system. Warren (1995) shares a similar 

opinion and notes that traditions are the products of generations of intelligent 

reflection tested in the rigorous laboratory of survival. Agrawal (1995), 

Chamber (1991) and Cruikshank (1998) also refer to 'traditions' in terms of 

the continuity of socio-cultural practices, attitudes, belief systems, principles, 

behaviour, and other conventions derived from historical experience and 

transmitted from one generation to another. Cruikshank (1998) notes that 

traditional practices are shared, and are usually transmitted through oral 

media including tales, stories, ceremonies and rituals and by participation in 

the life and activities of the community. 

Despite current positive usage of the term without negative 

connotations, the way the term has been used in anthropology in the early 

part of the nineteenth to later part of the twentieth centuries continued to 

influence current debates on TIKS research. For instance, the negative 

connotations associated with the use of the term in the past continues to 

influence how some literate and Christian Bulsa as well as formal extension 

workers view traditional land practices and conservation regimes. The 



55 

negative attitude towards traditions and the continued condemnation of 

traditional practices by some formal extension officials is partly responsible for 

the reluctance of most Bulsa, especially young and literate Bulsa to talk about 

traditional institutions and knowledge systems. Literate Bulsa farmers appear 

to entertain the fear that by talking openly about traditional practices, they 

would be labelled as being backward, uncivilised or uneducated. As such, 

young Bulsa Christians, Moslems and literates show ambiguous attitudes and 

opinions towards traditions. Eight out of every ten literate Bulsa tend to 

condemn traditional land use customs and beliefs. On one level, they tend to 

view traditions in a negative sense and as hindrance to development. Yet at 

another level, especially during private conversations and socialization, they 

are proud of their traditions and their local knowledge as part of the cultural 

heritage bequeathed to them from their ancestors. 

3.3. REVIEW OF HUMAN-ENVIRONEMENT STUDIES 

The interest of scholars in the interrelationships between the 

environment, humans and culture has a long history, but most modem 

scholars draw heavily on the works of Charles Darwin, Franz Boas, Karl 

Marx, Alfred Kroeber and Julian Steward (see Moran 1982; Ellen 1982; Bates 

and Lees 1996). From these intellectual and historical roots evolved different 

approaches to the subject and the subsequent development of disciplines and 

sub-disciplines within the broader field of ecology (Moran 1990). The late part 

of the nineteenth to the first half of the twentieth centuries witnessed major 

paradigm shifts in human-environment-culture studies (Cameiro 1973). By 

this time that scholars began to question the idea of environmental 

determinism11 and cultural diffusion associated with the "Kulturkreis Schoor. 

It was under the influence of these intellectual currents that early 

anthropologists including Franz Boas (1896) and Alfred Kroeber (1939) 

addressed the culture-environment ecological relation (Moran 1990). Alfred 
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Kroeber (1939), in particular, adopted an environmental possibilism position 

in much of his work [also see Moran (1990), Bates and Lees (1996), 

Winterhalter and Smith (1981), Campbell (1995), Odum (1953), and Steward 

(1936)] overviews on the development of fields such as evolutionary ecology, 

cultural materialism, population ecology, and cultural ecology into their 

present forms. During most part of this period, human-environment relation 

studies was heavily driven by determinist approach that underlies most social 

science research. This approach rooted in the Newtonian science or 

philosophy dates back to early social scientists such as Auguste Comte and 

Emile Durkheim (Chester 1991). The environmental determinists view cultural 

patterns and social behaviour as direct consequence of climatic and 

geoclimatic factors (Moran 1992). As Ellen (1982) and Moran (1982) argue, 

this approach is quite mechanistic and is concerned with simple unidirectional 

causation with little scope for dialectical relationship between history and 

other interacting factors 

Parallel to this theme in human-environment-culture studies is human 

adaptation with roots in Charles Darwin's evolutionary theory in which only 

species that adapt well to their environment survive and, while those that do 

not, perish (Moran 1990). With the human adaptation model, nature is seen 

as a limiting factor to human expansion or population growth. Moran (1990) 

identified two sources from which this idea arose; Thomas Malthus and his 

position on limits to population growth, and the proponents of possibilism and 

the related ideas of historical/cultural particularism12 associated with Franz 

Boas, Alfred Kroeber, and Robert Lowie (Moran 1990). The main thrust of 

proponents of historical/cultural particularism is that the environment is a 

1 1 The environmental determinists sought to explain social institutions and cultural behaviour 
largely in a mechanistic fashion by relying heavily on the natural environment as the main 
factor responsible for socio-cultural change and behaviour (Ellen 1982). 
1 2 From the perspective historical/cultural particularism, the natural environment sets certain 
possibilities or options from which cultures, conditioned by their history and particular 
customs, may choose. In particular the 'possibilistic' view of culture-environment relationships 
has on occasions been categorized as a compromise between culture (only culture 
determines culture) and environmental determinism (environment determines culture) 
(Bennett 1976). 
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limiting agent but historical and cultural factors determine what actually 

occurs. For a detailed discussion of these three overlapping concepts and 

approaches to human-environment relations studies, see Moran (1982) and 

(Fukui)1996. 

As Moran (1990) points out, several of early writers on human-

environment relations directly and indirectly employed Darwin's concept of 

naturalness13 and the conceptual separation of humans from their 

environment. Such theoretical separation between humans and nature is 

reflected in models such as natural cycles, ecosystems, carrying capacity, 

equilibrium and evolution, models that were developed to express the place of 

humans in the natural world (Moran 1982). Other key features of the 

Newtonian positivist paradigm is its reliance on the methods and philosophies 

of the physical sciences, with heavy emphasis on quantitative and statistical 

inferences, verification and establishment of distance or non-involvement 

between the investigator and the subject of study (see Ellen 1982; Labovitz 

and Hagedom 1976; Bernard 1995; Lincoln and Guba 1985). As Ellen (1982) 

remarks, the ecological 'tendency' was to consider closely the role of the 

physical environment in cultural change, in opposition to a prevailing 

disposition towards cultural determinism. 

Although the Newtonian approach to research has its own merits, 

reliance on it as the major source of 'knowing ' denies other methods of 

enquiry. The major problem with the positivist approach is that it treats 

resource and environmental regimes as if they are inherently distinct and 

separated from the socio-cultural world. Amanor (1994) and Anderson (1988) 

note that sole reliance on the positivist approach to development research 

constrains researchers from addressing the critical question of how human 

beings' use and management of resources is mediated through socio-cultural 

idioms. Amanor argues that despite this major weakness of the conventional 

1 3 Naturalness or wilderness is a concept in which a piece of the landscape is often viewed as 
exclusive of human society (national parks and conservation area are created through the 
idea of naturalness. 
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positivist approach, both the developed and developing worlds continue to 

frame their conservation and resource management policies on the 

conceptual separation between nature and humans (naturalness). Amanor 

(Personal Communication 1999) suggests that management regimes in most 

national parks in Ghana are based on such Newtonian science, in which there 

is a clear separation between people and national parks. In his view, this kind 

of approach subjugates the strong, yet subtle interconnections between 

resource management regimes, humans and their socio-cultural institutions. 

3.3.1. Trends in the development of ecological studies 

The emergence of cultural ecology as an area within anthropology is 

formally associated with Julian Steward, a student of Alfred Kroeber. Moran 

noted that Steward's book, Theory of Culture Change published in 1955 

became an influential stimulant to ethnographic ecology. For Steward, cultural 

ecology is concerned with the study of the processes by which a society 

adapts to its environment. The principal problem according to Steward, is to 

determine whether these adaptations initiate internal social transformation or 

evolutionary change. 

Ellen (1982) argues that Steward took a materialist and functionalist 

perspective to explain the active and causal role the environment plays in the 

development of culture. Steward's primary concern was with resource 

utilisation and he was particularly interested in identifying functional and 

causal correlations between certain combinations of environmental factors, 

technology and social organisation. In a paper Steward authored in 1977 

entitled Tappers and Trappers: Parallel Processes in Acculturation"; he 

sought to show how the exploitation of two parallel extractive economies 

leads to similarities in the breakdown of social order in both societies. This 

paper is a classical example of Steward's analysis of human-environment 

ecological relations. Steward has been strongly criticised because of his over

emphasis on causal relationships between "techno-environmental" forces and 

social relations to the neglect of the interplay between other social, 

ideological, historical and cosmologica! factors. Ellen (1982:64) describes 
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Steward's approach as "lineal deterministic, functionalist and adaptationist." 

Despite these criticisms, Steward remains an influential figure in ethnography 

and cultural ecology, and his works has no doubt helped to shape our present 

understanding of environment/human/culture interactions. 

By the middle of 1970's, there was a major shift in emphasis on 

naturalistic approaches to incorporate some anti-naturalistic elements in the 

study of the interactions between humans and their environment. By this time, 

several scholars (Rappaport 1968, 1971a; Leach 1961; Ellen 1982; Hunn 

1977) had begun to probe into how humans interact with their environment 

through socio-cultural, economic, political, ideological, cosmological and 

symbolic systems. During this period, the ecosystem approach to 

anthropology also became popular (Ellen 1982). In contrast to Steward's 

cultural ecology, the ecosystem approach put emphasis not only on the 

reciprocal causation, but also on a network of mutual causations between 

humans and their environment (Ellen 1982). A s Ellen ( 1982:63) points out, 

the ecosystem approach allows scholars and researchers to focus: 

On system organisation and properties: structures, 
equilibrium, change, the degree of forms of stability and the 
mechanisms which regulate the functioning of the systems. 

Moran (1990:11 ) notes that this shift has resulted in the analysis of: 

Flow of energy, health and nutritional status, relative 
efficiency rates of various forms of labour organisation and 
cropping practices, and into social organisational aspects of 
subsistence strategies. 

Rappaport's (1967) work titled "Ritual Regulation of Environmental 

Relation Among a New Guinea People" is a rich and colourful documentation 

and analysis of the role of rituals in structuring social and power relations in 

the use of resources (pigs) in New Guinea society. Rappaport combines a 

holistic and ecosystems approach to provide vivid and specific details on the 

relations of the ritual cycle to the cycle of pig population growth and cycle of 

farming practice (swidden agriculture). He then relates these cycles to the 

cyclical pattern of peace and war, arguing that rituals and belief systems act 
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as a fundamental grid through which socio-political and power relations are 

produced and reproduced, and that they are media through which a society's 

woridviews are expressed, shaped and defined. 

Likewise, Leach (1961) in his classical work titled 'Pul Eliya: A Study of 

Land Use Tenure and Kinship', provided a fascinating synthesis on the 

relevance of socio-cultural systems, particularly kinship in land use and its 

holdings in Ceylon. Another example is Schofferleers' (1978) analysis of 

territorial cults in Central Africa in which he emphasises both the direct and 

indirect influence of territorial cult ritual and prescription of behaviour on 

environmental management. 

The works of Rappaport and Leach represent a watershed in 

explaining humans' interaction with the environment through socio-cultural 

and ideological idioms. Although greatly respected, Rappaport and many of 

his contemporaries have been strongly criticised for focusing a great deal on 

equilibrium and energy flow within the ecosystem, while neglecting the 

dynamism of the ecosystem and the role of the individuals within the system. 

Rappaport, in particular, has been criticised for treating social structures and 

institutions in resource use from mainly a functionalist perspective and 

assuming that institutions and structures respond mechanically to the 

environment (Ellen 1982). For instance, in Rappaport's (1967) analysis of 

New Guinea ritual cycles, he argues that a complex chain of events and 

signals serve to determine pig festivals, regulate pig population and ensure 

that the environment is not degraded. 

Amanor (1994) criticises Rappaport for focusing on the 'ritual domain' 

and treating human interaction with the environment within the context of 

homeostatic pressure on the utilisation of the environment. Amanor points out 

that, like many other human-environment relation studies in the 1970's, 

Rappaport largely perceives the role of traditional socio-cultural institutions 

against the background of their utilitarian roles in resource use and 

management. For many of his critics, Rappaport's symbolic and functionalist 

approach to human-culture-interaction reduces human and social institutions 
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to the role of regulatory mechanisms for preserving equilibrium and as such, 

denied society its history. Amanor (1994:18) states that: 

Evaluation of traditional knowledge and institutions mainly in 
terms of their utilitarian roles from the perspective of the 
research scientist tends to rob indigenous societies of their 
autonomous consciousness and imposes global 
consciousness on them. 

As a strong critique of the functionalism and the equilibrium model, Amanor 

suggests that throughout time the environment has been constantly disturbed, 

being disturbed from time to time, moving in one direction and then the other 

under the influence of climate, and human processes through history. A 

number of biologists (e.g. Holling 1973; Levins and Lewontin 1985) share 

Amanor's views and argue that nature is not and has not been in a state of 

self-regulatory balance but rather in a continuous state of transience. 

Consequently, human-environment studies need to go beyond the traditional 

perspective which views social institutions mainly in functional and symbolic 

terms, to examine how human relations with the environment are a reflection 

of social, political and production relations and other historical contingencies 

such as colonialism (see Amanor 1992; Leach and Meam [eds.] 1996). 

Ellen (1982) also admits the shortcomings of the ecosystem approach 

but points out that it is not an end in itself, but part of the scholarly search to 

elucidate the complex human-environment interactions and relations. Ellen 

(1982:275) states that the ecological approach: 

Provides a framework, which serves to delimit a problem for 
study, indicates ways in which problems might be approached 
provides a focus for the convergence of similar interests in 
related disciplines and integrates divergent research trends 
and ethnographic data. 

In spite of the criticisms of Rappaport and his contemporaries, their 

work continues to influence the study of human ecology. I will elaborate later 

in the discussion how from the 1980's onwards the study of human-

environment relations has b ecome a m ajor a rea of research c ulminating i n 

diverse approaches and interests drawn from previous periods and earlier 
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works. 

3.4. ETHNOECOLOGY 

The study of how people perceive and order their world is the central 

theme of the ethnosciences. Fields such as ethnobiology, ethnozoology, 

ethnomedicine, ethnophamarcology, ethnoastronomy, ethnopedology and 

ethnoecology a re examples. The most influential figures and proponents of 

the ethnoscientific approach to the study of ecological relations are Conklin, 

Berlin, and Bulmer (Ellen 1982). Their works have helped to move 

ethnoscience from its traditional focus on folk classification and taxonomy and 

on linguistic analysis of plants, animals, habitats, to the study of underlying 

cognitive structures including socio-cultural, economic, and political aspects 

of society. Moran (1982:2) argues that Conklin's ethnoscientific approach to 

human-environment research was to overcome the tendency of researchers 

to impose an outsider's a priori structures upon the societies they studied. 

Conklin demonstrated that ethnoscience has profound potential to contribute 

to the conservation of cultural and biological diversity and to serve as a bridge 

to the understanding of local cultures (see Warren et al. 1995). His works 

(1957, 1967) also helped to challenge the ethnocentric view that indigenous 

knowledge and institutions were less rigorous than "western" scientific 

knowledge. 

Ethnoecology is difficult to define because it overlaps with many other 

fields such as human ecology, cultural ecology, ecological anthropology, 

systems anthropology and many sub-fields within the ethnosciences (Nazare 

[ed.] 1999; Toledo 1992; Posey 1985b; Fowler 1977; Hunn 1987; Johnson 

1980; Hoernig_1999). The study of humans' conceptualization, classification 

and management of the ecosystem forms much of the subject matter of 

ethnoecology (Nazare [ed.] 1999; Toledo 1992). Ethnoecology put emphasis 

on the cognitive dimensions of humans, and deals largely with the 

relationships between socio-cultural, economic, political, historical and 

ecological processes. Ellen (1982:234) notes that we can understand nature 
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only through cultural images: 

We perceive the environment through sensory perception 
which is necessarily selective, organise information through 
simplification, and identify problems in terms of cultural 
categories through social organisation. Every somatic human 
action which results in an environmental change is preceded 
by, and undertaken in relation to, a process of interpretation 
and specification which are culturally coded and socially 
situated. 

As noted earlier, one approach to ethnoecological studies is in the 

direction of folk classification and taxonomy. According to Ellen (1998), 

language and its linguistic structure is the foundation of ethnoecology. Sillitoe 

(1998) regards language as a powerful and useful tool that helps researchers 

to capture the full essence and cultural subtleties of local taxonomy, 

interpretations and perception of their environment. However, he cautions that 

researchers must not only be familiar with a society's spoken language but 

also its culture in its entirety. For Sillitoe (1998:209), "classification alone does 

not explain perception of and actions towards the environment". Sillitoe 

(1998:229) notes, "we constrain understanding by reducing everything to 

words", but in traditional societies, people transfer much of their knowledge 

through practical experience, and are not familiar with trying to express 

everything they know in word. 

The difficulties that scholars of ethnoecology face today are no 

different from those that past scholars had encountered. Finding the 

appropriate research methodologies and analytical tools to understand how 

traditional societies conceptualise, interpret and relate to their environment 

remains a central problem. Equally challenging is how researchers can gain 

full understanding of the decision-making processes within 

human/environment dynamics, and how they can accurately appraise the 

heterogeneity of beliefs within a society. Other relevant problems include how 

to make the linkages between social organisation, ideology and cosmology in 

the use of environmental resources (See Ryan 1995; Gottesfeld 1994). These 

problems continue to pose serious challenges to scholars and researchers of 
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ethnoecology, particularly in the area of applied ethnoecology. 

Notwithstanding these challenges, there are examples of a large 

number of cases in resource management and development intervention, 

where TIKS in particular and ethnoecology in general have been successfully 

applied. Agriculture and natural resource management and conservation 

(wildlife, fishery and forestry) and rural development are several areas where 

applied ethnoecology and TIKS have had great impact (see Warren et al. 

1995). For instance, ethnoecological studies have found application in 

environmental impact assessment (EIA) (Appiah-Opoku and Mulamoottil 

1997). Emery and Associates (1997) for example, through a collaborative 

work between CIDA, national and international agencies, and indigenous 

knowledge organisations has provided guidelines on how to incorporate TIKS 

into EIA. 

The 1980s witnessed major advances and a growing interest in the 

study of human-environment relations, particularly the role of TIKS in several 

areas of development. A number of interacting factors influenced the sudden 

increase in the interest of scholars and development practitioners in the role 

of TIKS in sustainable development14. Goonatilake (1984) noted that the 

failure and false promises of the Green Revolution to find solutions to 

increasing environmental, development and food problems in many parts of 

the developing world prompted both researchers and development agencies 

to question the conventional approaches1 5 to development research and 

1 4 Sustainable development is one of those complex concepts that are hard to define, 
measure or quantify. In a broader context, the main theme of sustainable development i s 
maximisation of benefits in the use of resources without endangering their existence, 
reproduction and use by present and future users (World Commission on the Environment 
and Development [WCED] 1987). That is, development that meets the needs of both present 
and future generations. Sustainable development does not confine itself to economic growth 
but includes the protection, preservation and sustaining of both natural, physical, human, and 
socio -cultural resources. 
1 5 With the traditional approach, agents of development intervention view the societies that 
receive development assistance as helpless, and the only way to improve life in these 
societies is through the importation of ideas/programs/projects from outside, especially from 
Western and North American centres. This is in contrast with the participatory approach that 
requires collaboration between external development agents and the local people to generate 
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development. Chambers (1987, 1974) and Warren (1995) share a similar 

opinion, and argue that the failure of the Green Revolution and Western 

models to bring meaningful and positive change in the 1980s prompted many 

development scholars and practitioners to look for alternative approaches to 

deal with underdevelopment and other environmental issues. For instance, 

Chambers (1987) notes that fertilisers, pesticides, high yield varieties and 

mechanisation that accompanied the Green Revolution proved to be too 

expensive and unsustainable for the majority of producers in the least 

developed countries, and of benefit to a few only. Blench (1998:16) reports 

that in northern Ghana, when the government subsidised tractors and 

fertilisers in the 1970's, it caused a major shift to the production of cash crops, 

especially maize, at the expense of local traditional food crops (e.g. millet, 

sorghum). According to Blench, this change benefited only a few rich farmers 

and upper class business people involved in tractor loans and fertiliser sales. 

When the government removed the subsidies, the majority of small-scale 

farmers were no longer able to afford fertilisers and tractor services, and had 

to return to traditional systems of farming. There are several reports of similar 

cases in the literature where modernisation and development have failed to 

create effective and long-term change or have marginalised subsistence 

farmers (Konings 1986). 

In addition, by the eighties, there was also an increasing concern for 

biodiversity (see Abelson 1991, Beattie 1991; Bower 1989; Brockelman 1989; 

Sohmer a nd K nutsen 1992; F arnsworth a nd S oejarto 1985; N abham 1985; 

Feit 1988). Although losses in agricultural biodiversity have been reported in 

several parts of Europe and North America since the turn of the century, it 

was never treated as a major problem (Abelson 1991, Beattie 1991). It was 

until the 1980's when huge losses of biodiversity were reported in both the 

developed and developing countries that biodiversity conservation became an 

international problem (FAO 1991; Solbrig [ed.] 1991; Ehriich and Wilson 

a positive change based on the local communities' own values and experiences (Chambers 
1983; Brokensha 1986). 
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1991; Altieri and Merrick 1988). By this time, several natural scientists 

(Bunting 1990; Hoyt 1988; Loesch 1991; Abramovitz 1991; Wilson and Peter 

[eds.] 1989), notably conservationists and biologists had became concerned 

with the state of the environment, particularly the accelerated rate of the loss 

of flora and fauna and its negative impact on humankind. With this growing 

concern, several scholars began to turn to indigenous land users, especially 

farmers, as repositories of agricultural biodiversity for answers, thus 

contributing to the rekindled interest in TIKS research. 

Another factor that contributed to the popularization of TIKS as an 

important research area in the 1980s was the increased global concern with 

sustainable development (WCED1987). The numerous global conferences 

around this period on the environment and sustainable development reflect 

this worldwide commitment. The WCED in its report entitled "Our Common 

Future" (1987:114) called for the re-evaluation and recognition of local 

peoples' participation, the incorporation of their knowledge systems and 

institutions in resource management in particular, and for sustainable 

development in general. WCED (1987:115) also notes that: 

These communities [traditional societies] are repositories of 
vast accumulations of traditional knowledge and experience 
that links humanity with ancient origins. Their disappearance 
is a loss for the larger society, which could learn a great deal 
from their traditional skills in sustainably managing very 
complex ecological systems 

The W CED's call also came at the time when there was a growing 

concern to address the power imbalances in the political and economic 

realities of indigenous people around the world. The WCED's call often 

regarded as a watershed in TIKS research helped to popularise participatory 

research and development, which became key phrases in the development 

literature from the time onwards. This popularity is reflected in the increased 

numbers of scholars, researchers and development practitioners in the field 

by middle of the 1980s (see Chamber 1983; Warren 1989; Uphoff 1981; and 

Brokensha 1986). The WCED's call for the participation of local people, and 

recognition of their institutions and knowledge systems in development 
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programs have been anticipated and echoed by many development scientists 

and practitioners (Brokensha 1986; Warren et al 1995; Chambers 1987). 

Brokensha ( 1986:5) states, "it is essential first to examine what indigenous 

people know before telling them what todo". Chambers (1985)also argue 

that development programs and research, especially in developing world, 

based heavily on top-down approaches, which ignored the local people in 

development programs, or research process except as helpless recipients or 

as objects of study must be reviewed. 

In addition, leading up to these world conferences (e.g. WCED), 

several national and international agencies, and environmental pressure 

groups had began to add the power of their collective concerns for the need 

to consider the participation of local people and their institutions in all areas of 

development (Gunn ef al. 1988; Barbier 1987). Several areas of resource 

management and development, ranging from biodiversity conservation, 

agriculture, medicine to many areas of the ethnosciences (ethnobotany, 

ethnozoology, ethnoecology, ethnomedicine) received attention during the 

period (see Warren 1989b; Altieri 1987; Cashman 1989; Warren et al. [eds.] 

1989; Richards 1985,1989; Colchester 1981. 

By the middle of the 1980s, social scientists notably anthropologists 

(Ingold 1988; Lemonnier 1992), had also began to place strong emphases on 

the importance of socio-cultural, economic and political institutions in the 

production of material culture. Lemonnier and Ingold both argue that there is 

feedback between technology and socio-cultural institutions. Ahmed (1985) 

points out that a society's decision to accept or reject ('adopters and non-

adopters') a new technology or practice is not only based on cost-benefit 

analysis but also directly and indirectly related to how such a technology fits 

into the socio-cultural systems and other cognitive structures of the society. 

These revelations attracted the attention of many agents of development 

intervention because of their potential applications in areas such as 

intermediate technology transfer that had gained popular currency during this 

period (McCorkle and McClure 1992; Kaimowitz 1990). 
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One other major related development that occurred towards the close 

of the 1980s was the renewed emphasis on interdisciplinary studies and the 

involvement of native researchers on TIKS research. With these 

developments, the traditional barriers between disciplines were weakened, 

thereby opening TIKS research to scholars and researchers from diverse 

disciplines. Interdisciplinarism and multidisciplinarism helped to increase 

collaboration between social and natural scientists, and TIKS, formerly a 

domain of social scientists particularly anthropologists, became attractive to 

natural scientists (Bunting 1990; Hoyt 1988; Loesch 1991; Abramovitz 1991; 

Wilson and Peter [Eds.]. By the 1980's, there was also a remarkable increase 

in the number of academic and professional journals and global networks of 

resource and research centers solely devoted to TIKS (see 

hpMwww.nuffic.nl/ik) to reflect the new values and recognition attached to it. 

As noted earlier, until the latter part of the 1980s, Western and North 

American scholars dominated the area of TIKS and development research 

(Warren et al. 1995). This changed towards the close of the 1980s as a 

number of local or native scholars (e.g. Titilóla. 1990; Wamalwa, 1991; Dei 

1993; Ahmed [ed.]; 1994; Amanor 1994; Appiah-Opoku 1997) began to show 

keen interest in the area. An edited volume entitled 'Indigenous Knowledge 

for Sustainable Development in the Sudan ' is a collection of papers, all 

written and edited by local writers from the Sudan (Ahmed 1994) reflecting a 

shift in a field that had previously been dominated by Westerners and North 

Americans towards the inclusion of local scholars. 

Despite these advances in TIKS, the current debate is how to present 

and make TIKS findings relevant and applicable to development intervention, 

especially in critical areas as agriculture and natural resource management. 

This debate is also closely related to the issue of local communities' 

participation in the definition and identification of development research 

projects (See Amanor 1994; Fairhead and Leach 1996,1991a; McCall 1987; 

Prain et al 1991; Tedlock and Tedlock 1991; Oakley 1991). Amanor (1994) 

points out that in a large number of cases, research scientists define the role 

http://hpMwww.nuffic.nl/ik


69 

of TIKS In development and development research, rather than members of 

the local community themselves. He remarks that outside control over the 

research agenda makes the application of TIKS findings unacceptable to 

receiving communities. To address the problem mentioned earlier, particularly 

how to make TIKS finding relevant in development, current researchers and 

practitioner continue to refine their approaches to the field, particularly in the 

area of research methodology. 

3.4.1. Methodological shins in TIKS research 

The close of the 1980's saw a fundamental shift in research methods in 

development research and in TIKS research in particular (Rajasekaran et al 

1991; van Eijk 1998). Currently, several scholars and researchers of 

development are beginning to put strong emphases on constructivist and 

transcendentalist paradigms in addition to the positivist approach (McCall 

1987, Marks1984, Posey 1985; Wamalwa 1991; Niamir 1992; Price 1992, 

Riley and Brokensha 1988, Rusten and Gold 1992). Van Eijk (1999, 1998) 

characterised three research paradigms as common with development and 

many other social science research ((Table 3.1). Although his 

characterisation is useful, there is so much overlapping and in some places, 

he fails to make any real distinction between the three paradigms. For 

example, the lines between constructivists and transcendentalists paradigms 

are blurred, except in the case of emphasis. Like the positivist, the 

constructivist paradigm relies heavily on the ecosystem approach to study 

human-environment-ecological relations, but it places much more emphasis 

on communication, participation and facilitation as its central theme. What the 

constructivists did was to revisit the ecosystem approach, take it apart, then 

redefine and refine it and apply it to the resource management and ecological 

processes. Presently, the constructivist approach is popular with many 

scholars, particularly agricultural researchers and practitioners who take the 

whole farm (physical farm, and the farmer and his/her socio-cultural, 

economic and politicai institutions, and knowledge system) as a starting point 

to analysis agricultural problems (van Eijk 1998). 
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As noted earlier, representation or misrepresentation of TIKS, and 

particularly and how to blend or integrate culturally appropriate and 

sustainable aspects of TIKS lessons with other efficient and productive 

introduced technologies into development interventions continues to remain a 

major obstacle. Even scholars who have recognised and paid some attention 

to the problem, consciously and unconsciously tend to consider local 

perspectives in terms of modem western intellectual categories and idioms 

(Fairhead and Leach 1996). As Fairhead and Leach (1996) argue, 

researchers tend to give little attention to perspectives of the local 

communities on the relationships between their institutions and systems of 

thought on ecological or development issues. They note "the tendency for 

researchers to represent local perspectives on resource management in 

Western idioms, which may not necessarily conform to traditional logic, has 

masked the potential gains of TIKS studies. Fairhead and Leach (1996:7) 

argue that "to consider local representation in terms of modem western 

categories obscures the inhabitants' own perspective on social and ecological 

relations'. Other critics (e.g. Agrawal 1995, Cruikshank 1998, Sillitoe1998; 

Ellen 1998) make similar observations on the difficulty in presenting and 

interpreting TIKS in Western idioms. Several scholars are particularly 

concerned with the dangers of taking TIKS out of its socio-cultural context 

and the translating of ethnoecological data into Western terms for global 

consumption (Agrawal 1995, Cruikshank 1998). 

Ryan (1995) and Johnson (1994a), who have conducted 

ethnoecological studies among First Nations in Canada (the Dogrib of the 

Northwest Territories and the Gitksan and Wet'suwet'en of northern British 

Colombia) over many years, acknowledge that there is always the tendency 

to mistranslate ethnoecological findings out of their social context. Ryan 

(1995) notes that among First Nations, people apparently express, 

conceptualise and interpret their environment through unrelated mediums or 

discourses and this often poses a problem to outside researchers. She points 

out that among First Nations' groups, the concept of 'respect for environment' 
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is expressed indirectly through a host of social and cultural behaviours, such 

as menstrual taboos, seemingly unrelated to human/environment relations. 

Cruikshank (1998:69) notes that: 

Gradually I learned how narratives about complex 
relationships between animals and human, between young 
women and stars...could frame not just larger cosmological 
issues but also the social practices of women engaged with a 
rapidly globalizing world. 

Knowledge was neither passively stored nor encapsulated in 
individual narratives; rather its telling involves active 
engagement with the world, and its performance in a 
particular situation made a specific point. Hence, stories were 
often about the telling of stories and about circumstances in 
which they are told. 

...Their extensive knowledge is not amenable to direct 
questions, nor can it be formulated as a set of rules. It must 
be demonstrated so that others can see how it is used in 
practice. Such knowledge is a relational concept, more like a 
verb than a noun, more process than product, and it cannot 
be easily be construed as written, formally encoded, reified 
product. 

Johnson (1994:4620) also underscores the important connection between 

ideology, myth and behaviour when he states that: 

Myths or teaching stories imbued lessons on conservation, 
which makes possible long-term sustainable adaptation, with 
sufficient emotional loading to make them memorable and to 
inspire people to put the lessons contained in them into 
practice. 

Ridington (1992) also note that traditional ecological knowledge is cultivated 

through informal education processes of visualisation, practice, stories and 

myths, which serve as the building blocks for sustainable use of resources. 

Van Eijk (1998) also points out that one of the major problems in current 

development research is how to integrate the social and spiritual aspects of 

traditional resource use into scientific environmental policy. Integrating 

ecology, economy and socio-cultural aspects of traditional societies into 

scientific findings remains the most problematic issue and a challenge in 
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development and TIKS research (ibid.). Even when one finds useful and 

relevant knowledge and institutions for resource management in traditional 

societies, most it is embedded in spirituality, and this poses great difficulties in 

applying it in within the framework of government controlled resource 

management programs (Van Eijk (1998). Schofferleers (1979:2) identified this 

problem in his work in Central Africa with reference to the use of Central 

African territorial cults in environmental management in the region: 

At the base, we are confronted with the dilemma noticed by 
Durkheim and others before and after him; how to preserve in 
modem industrial societies particularly useful values which in 
pre-industrial societies are preserved by religion. 

As in the challenges that researchers face with collecting and analysing of 

ethnoecological data, the issues of application of TIKS do not have 

satisfactory resolutions but are challenges researchers will continue to wrestle 

and grapple with. 

In addition, on misrepresenting or crudely representing local ideas in 

western scientific idioms, Gow (1995:60) in his studies of Santa Clara's 

relationship with their land notes that, 'the relationship between Santa Clara 

and their land cannot be decanted from a critical reflection of Western 

philosophy, it must be sought out in the active engagement with these people' 

and their institutions. Dorm-Adzobu (1991) makes similar observation, and 

points o ut t hat i n t he sacred g roves i n r esource c onservation, t he c omplex 

and interwoven relationship between resource conservation and institutions 

such as kinship, religion, politics and the society's total system of thought is 

often minimally explored. Related to these the above problems are ethics and 

intellectual property rights questions with regard to the use, interpretation and 

dissemination of TIKS research findings (see Posey and Dutfield 1996). Ryan 

(1995) and Johnson (1994a) discuss ethics and property rights issues 

particularly with regard to the collection and interpretation of ethnoecological 

data in Canada. 

Despite the revisions and refinement of positivist and constructivist 

approaches to development research, the complexities of cosmovision 
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including of spirituality in sustainable land use and resource management 

remain problematic. This is because like the positivist, the constructivist 

paradigm is grounded in "rational-empirical consciousness" or thinking-being, 

which is traceable to the famous western philosopher Descartes. As Huizer 

(1995) notes, both the positivist and constructivist deny the possibility of a 

state of consciousness beyond thought. 

To underscore central role of cosmovision, and to deal with the 

problem of spirituality in development research, some development 

researchers and practitioners currently in addition to the positivist and 

constructivist are beginning to put strong emphases the transcendentalist 

approach. Unlike the positivist and constructivist approaches grounded in the 

concept of "thinking-being", the transcendentalist paradigm is oriented 

towards the cosmovision of indigenous people who are often the subject of 

development and anthropological research (Huizer 1995; Haverkort and Millar 

1992; PRATEC 1991). The emphasis on transcendentalist approach to 

development has become necessary because of the fact that spirituality in 

most traditional societies plays a cardinal role in facilitating the cultivation of 

social values and behaviours useful in both sustainable use of resource and 

development intervention. 

The transcendentalist approach has been in existence for a long time 

but it was popularized by PRATEC, a Peruvian NGO working on development 

issues ( Haverkort a nd M filari 992). The a pproach s eeks t o p rovide a better 

understanding of humans' relationships with the physical, social and spiritual 

world by placing strong emphasis on the study of cosmology as integral part 

of s ource management research a nd d evelopment i ntervention ( see H uizer 

1995; Millar 1996). 

The transcendentalists view nature and society as a system made up 

of several interrelated sub-systems which interact to produce an emergent 

property. Unlike the constructivist, the interest of the transcendentalists goes 

beyond the study of the interrelationships between the socio-cultural 

institutions and the environment to probe into how each element reflects "the 
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whole system" (PRATEC 1991). Both the positrvists and constructivists tend 

to subjugate spiritual aspects of society through secularization. This 

constrains them from dealing effectively with crucial non-tangible aspects of 

society vital to traditional land management and development intervention. In 

order to development interventions meaningful, systemic information must be 

translated into the society's holistic cognitive structure and this is where the 

transcendentalist approach has its strengths. The extension of the positivist 

and constructivist paradigms with the transcendentalist approach allow 

researchers and change agents to understand the role of spirituality and 

cosmology in development interventions including resource management. 

The strength of the transcendentalist also lies in the fact it recognizes 

and recommends an inward-oriented approach with focus on consciousness, 

religion and other cognitive structures. The transcendentalist believes that the 

concept of sustainability in the use of resources is closely tied to the 

integration of scientific reflection with cosmology including spirituality and 

spiritual experience. Van Eijk (1998) points out that the process through 

which one systematically develops the receptivity to gain access to 

transcendental consciousness form the central theme of spirituality He notes 

that spirituality plays a crucial role not only in the generation of knowledge 

and skills but it also guides the application of knowledge obtained through 

scientific research and findings. He argues that the individual consciousness 

and experience are rooted in society's systems of thought, and that 

cosmology facilitates the emergence of attitudes and behaviours, which play 

an important role in sustainable use and management of resources in 

traditional societies. Van Eijk (1998) notes that it an illusion for any scholar or 

practitioner of development to think that the complex inter-dependence at 

high levels of integrating the socio-cultural, economic, political and the 

physical environment can be grasped through intellectual (thinking being) 

reasoning alone. 
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3.5. THE RESEARCH QUESTION AND SCOPE 

The c racial q uestion of h ow I ocal s ocieties t hemselves p erceive and 

conceive of the interconnection and linkages between and within their socio-

cultural systems and institution and their cosmovision is minimal and poorly 

discussed in the resource management literature. This major gap, in addition 

to other weaknesses in the current literature as already noted, form a major 

part of the key questions my dissertation seeks to address. My dissertation 

goes beyond the mere recognition of Bulsa socio-cultural institutions and 

knowledge systems to investigate the interactions and interrelationships 

among t he v arious i nstitutions a nd structures a nd t heir relation to I and u se 

within the broader context of their cosmovision. A primary objective is to 

understand the ways in which traditional societies extract a living from the 

land, with the ultimate goal of understanding the full range of adjustments that 

the Bulsa make to accommodate the risk of environmental change and to 

ensure sustainability. In keeping with this theme of sustainable land use, 

those elements of Bulsa knowledge systems and socio-cultural processes 

which affect or influence traditional land use practice and resource 

management will form the central focus of my research. In addition, as a 

policy research dissertation, my study investigates how the Bulsa's own 

perspectives on their social institutions and knowledge systems in the use, 

exploitation and management of resources within the context of their systems 

of thought can be incorporated into formal policy decisions on resource 

conservation. As policy research, the ultimate goal is also to identify and 

explore the potential of Bulsa TIKS in land use management and 

conservation. 

My ultimate goal is to elucidate those fundamental cognitive processes 

that underlie Bulsa interactions with their environment in order to assist in 

providing a better understanding of how land users form and maintain their 

ecological knowledge systems, views, perceptions and practices regarding 

what they consider acceptable or proper and unacceptable or improper land 

use practices. Understanding these critical and topical issues has great 
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potential in biodiversity conservation and ecological restoration, particularly in 

the area of land use. In summary, the focus of my research is to document 

the dynamic and complex interaction and interrelationship between Bulsa 

land use practice and management regimes, and their socio-cultural 

institutions and knowledge systems. I have identified three interrelated over

arching questions and these are: 

1. To what extent do the views of the communities regarding good and bad 
land use and resource management practices correspond, conflict with or 
complement Western scientific opinions? 

2. In what ways do the traditional society and the modem state have input in 
land use and environmental conservation policies? 

3. Why it is necessary for modem resource managers and extension 
authorities to pay attention to the socio-cultural systems when delivering 
land use and resource management programs to local people? 

These questions have in a major way contributed to my decision to 

conduct my research in a society. Besides, my familiarity with the culture and 

language of the society assist me to minimize misrepresentation of Bulsa 

views, k nowledge s ystems a nd i nstitutions o n t he u se a nd management of 

their land or crudely representing them in Western idioms. In addition, to 

investigating the multi-dimensional problems of Bulsa land use, and 

addressing relevant socio-cultural subtleties which often elude researchers 

who do not share the culture or have only short time experience with the 

culture including the language, it was necessary to conduct my research in a 

familiar setting. At the theoretical level, I hope to elucidate those fundamental 

socio-cultural, cognitive, economic and political processes that underlie 

human interactions with their environments, specifically, those cultural 

patterns that influence land use and resource management regimes. 

3.6. WORKING POSITION 

Although, different theoretical and methodological perspectives guided 

me, in terms of general framework, my research is largely qualitative and 

interpretative positioned within grounded theory and policy research. Strauss 

and Corbin (1994:273) define grounded theory as "...a general methodology 
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for developing theory that is grounded in data systematically gathered and 

analysed". With grounded theory, the theoretical prepositions are not built by 

means of logical deductions based on some earlier adopted axioms and 

assumption (ibid.). Rather, constructing the theory or theories based on 

empirical data systematically collected and analysed or starting out with a 

theory or set of models to either prove/confirm or disconfirm/disprove, with 

grounded theory, the researcher begins with a set of questions and whatever 

is relevant to the research is allowed to emerge. The crux of grounded theory 

is that models a re discovered, developed, and verified through the data or 

inductively derived from the study (Strauss and Corbin 1990, 1994). Among 

the major features of grounded theory is the use of ongoing analysis to 

sampling, which allows sampling to be done on the basis of the evolving 

theoretical relevance and concepts. 

While grounded theory and in-depth face-to-face interviews and 

observations provide me with a general methodological framework, several 

other perspective which have already discussed including general system 

theory (GST) allow me to investigate and analyse the complex connections 

and interrelationships between local socio-cultural, economic and political 

institutions, knowledge systems and their relationships to Bulsa cosmovision. 

GST is a brainchild of Bertalanffy but its intellectual roots are traceable to the 

writings of several writers notably Marx, Hegel and Vico, (Bertalanffy 1968). 

GST is one of those complex models to define because of its ubiquitous 

nature as a concept. For instance, Von Bertalanffy (1968:33) sees a system 

as "complexes of elements standing in interaction" or a set of relations among 

components. Influenced by his scientific training in biological sciences, Von 

Bertalanffy conceives of systems a s having boundaries that separate them 

from their environment but still allows the exchange of inputs or interaction 

with the system. Morgan (1997:387) notes that Virtually anything can be 

defined as a system by drawing a boundary' and I do agree with him. Jordan 

(1969:25) provides a similar definition and views a system as "an interaction 

between the objective world and how it is looked at or thought about". For 
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Jordan, a system denotes a perceptual-cognito organisation. Using GST as 

theoretical g eneral framework i s to a How m e u nderstand B ulsa I and u se i n 

broader perspective: how things work including their interactions, 

interrelationships and interconnection, with their opposite and contradictory 

sides in unity. Although today, different people, practices and disciplines 

attach different meanings to GST, the concept still maintain its key 

characteristics as reflected in the above definitions. W hat appears to be a 

common denominator in the various definitions is that a system is a way of 

conceptualising, looking at or organising the world (also see Kay and Reier 

2000; Rasch 2000; Perry 1996; Weinberg 1975). 

3.7. SUMMARY 

In this chapter, I provided a comprehensive overview on the historical 

development of human-environment studies with emphasis on TIKS within the 

context of development research and development intervention. The chapter 

does not claim to provide an exhaustive treatment of the literature on human-

environment studies or ecological anthropology. Rather, it serves as 

theoretical and methodological framework for my dissertation, noting that 

detailed discussion on the research methods I employed during the fieldwork 

component will be covered in chapter four. I also discussed the problems and 

application of ethnoecological studies, and the shifts in research paradigms 

within the field. Finally, I stress that the multi-dimensional nature of my 

research questions demands the use of different methodological and 

theoretical perspectives to get better understanding of Bulsa land use, its 

degradation and management at the socio-cultural, political, ecological, 

spiritual and historical level. Combining different methodological and 

theoretical perspectives was not only critical in the analysis of Bulsa land use 

practices and processes but it also provided me with an effective multi-

institutional window to understand Bulsa interaction with the natural, social 

and spiritual worlds from multiple perspectives. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHODS 

4.1. RESEARCH PATH AND DIRECTION 

A multiplicity of factors determines the researcher's choice of methods 

and strategies. The objective of the research, the background of the 

researcher, and the nature of the community are among some of the 

important factors that play a crucial role in the choice of a research 

methodology. Equally relevant to the choice of research strategies are the 

socio-cultural, economic and political factors outside the researcher's control. 

Based on my strong conviction that methods of data collection are as 

important as the data itself, I find it necessary to detail my experience and 

problems that I encountered in the course of my data collection. My 

ambivalent position, a Bulsa working among fellow Bulsa, and who is also at 

the same time or sometimes regarded by fellow Bulsa as "foreign Bulsa" 1 6, 

also needs elaborate explanation, since my dual position and other socio-

cultural influences has a number of implications for my research 

methodology. 

In this chapter, I discuss formal and informal research methods and 

strategies I employed to collect the data for this dissertation. I use the term 

formal method in this chapter to refer to the mainstream techniques and 

methods in social science research that I studied during my formal training. In 

contrast, the informal methods include unorthodox or non-traditional 

techniques such as joking-relations I consciously and unconsciously used to 

collect data. As I discuss in details in the later part of the chapter these 

unorthodox strategies supplemented and compensated for the shortcomings 

of the formal methods. In addition, they helped to establish and enhance the 

Although I was born and raised Bulsa, my post-secondary education has taken me away 
from the village for many years. This means that any time I return to the village, members of 
my village regard me as a stranger, at least for the first few months, especially when I have 
been away from the village over five years in a faraway foreign land (felik-teng literally 
meaning the whiteman's land but also meaning strange land). 
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necessary rapport with informants and thereby facilitated the eliciting of 

information through the formal interviews. 

In order to provide a context and to situate this chapter in perspective, 

a detailed, yet concise discussion of the relevant and sometimes 

unanticipated factors that influenced the direction and path of my research is 

necessary. Before I left for the field, I had in addition to the methods courses I 

took during my training done an intensive and extensive review of the 

literature on research methods. From previous experience, I was aware that 

my position as a member of the studied environment had negative sides, and 

I devised mechanisms to deal with it. However, what I did not anticipate as a 

major data collecting strategy at the time of the preparation of my research 

design was joking-relations, a term I discuss in detail later. In the field, I faced 

with the daunting task in choosing methods to use and using them effectively 

without compromising the basic tenets of acceptable social science enquiry, 

yet at the same give an active voice to my personal experience in the 

research process. Finding a balance between unorthodox and mainstream 

research methods was extremely challenging, and at times, quite frustrating. 

As Bulsa, I also risk being blind to 'the rather too familiar' and its relevance to 

my study. 

My position as member of the society and the associated social 

obligations that go with this status created a situation where I found myself 

consciously and unconsciously using unorthodox strategies, particularly 

joking relations to collect important information. Although I read about joking 

or playmate relations in the general anthropological literature, and even 

participated in them as a Bulsa, I never anticipated using them as a research 

strategy. As it turned out, I had to rely on some of these unanticipated 

undercurrents including joking relationships as important strategies to 

establish the necessary rapport and relations between with informants and 

this facilitate the eliciting of crucial data.. 

In the initial stages of the field work, I was unconscious of the potency 

of these socio-cultural factors on my research strategies. Realising the 
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inherent influence of these socio-cultural relations, and particularly their 

capacity to create a cordial and relaxed environment for the exchange of 

ideas and information, I consciously began to use them after the first few 

weeks in the field. The unorthodox methods and strategies contributed to 

defining and redefining, and refining the formal field strategies in the latter 

stages of the fieldwork. 

As the data was forthcoming through these unorthodox methods, it did 

not dawn on me to reflect on them, especially on how I would present or at 

least incorporate them into my dissertation at the writing stage. However, 

after finishing the fieldwork and having begun writing, I came face to face with 

how to fit these strategies within mainstream research methods. Related to 

the problem of incorporating these unanticipated socio-cultural undercurrents 

into my study was the critical issue of how to explain this unanticipated 

departure from, or at least modification to the mainstream research methods. 

4.1.1. The entry point into the research 

It is appropriate that I start this section with the socio-cultural 

undercurrents including my personal background, what Krefting (1991) and 

LeCompte (1982) refer to as "autobiography17" that overtly and covertly 

influenced the direction of my study and in a number of ways contributed to 

my data collection and findings. I was bom and raised in Bulsa society, and 

had my entire secondary education in the same environment. After BA degree 

in Accra, I went back and worked in the Bulsa District in the office of the 

District Mobilisation18 Department. Most of my work as the district mobilisation 

1 7 Autobiography as a research strategy is self-reflection by a researcher, the aim of which is 
to clarify his/her personal bias, interest and motivations (Mills and Humerman 1994; Morse 
1994). Although an effective technique that researchers use to establish qualitative vigour, it 
does not, nor is it intended to free the researcher of his/her biases. The use autobiography is 
rather to help expose the researcher's biases in order to assist readers to evaluate his/her 
research. 
1 8 Then Provisional National Defence Council (the Military regime at the time) set up the 
District Mobilisation Department (DMD), which is now part of the Department of Employment 
under civil regime. The DMD has a clear mandate to mobilise the youth especially in rural 
areas for self-help projects. The department became particularly popular after the deportation 
of Ghanaians from Nigeria in 1983. 
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officer was concerned with organising communities within Bulsa with a view 

towards social, economic and political development. In addition, over the past 

years I participated in or conducted a variety of research projects in the area. 

I also did both my BA honours thesis "Ethnohistoric and Ethnographic Study 

of the Koma Cultural Complex" and MA thesis "Bulsa Traditional 

Technologies and Systems of Thought" in the Bulsa District. Through these 

experiences, I have become familiar with culture and language with the 

communities I selected for the study. Although I had the advantages of being 

familiar with the language and culture, I have been away from Buluuk for 

many years and this denied me the chance to gain important socio-cultural 

knowledge expected of Bulsa of my age. My deficiencies in some aspects of 

Bulsa culture and knowledge opened me up to a lot of teasing and ridicule. 

Elders and age mates often teased me about how I ask 'childish questions' on 

issues that were obvious to all Bulsa of my age. This means that I had to 

begin my study with what I termed a "healing process" or reintegration to win 

my acceptance back into my society by participating in all activities and 

learning Bulsa protocols from elders and age-mates as member of the society 

and not as a researcher. 

Although I tried to discuss my research methods under two distinct 

categories; formal and informal, this rigid separation is more of a formality 

since both methods complement, supplement and dovetailed into each other. 

Probably due to my own biases from my Western anthropological training, 

and for the fact that most of the orthodox methods raise more questions and 

problems I tend to put much weight on the formal strategies but not at the 

expense of the informal strategies 

4.2. FORMAL DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES 

I rely on triangulation as a major strategy to address my research 

questions. This involves the use or combination of various research designs, 

in which the researcher works back and forth among various techniques of 

data collecting. My use of multiple techniques drawn largely from the field of 
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ethnomethodology and previous surveys conducted in 1997 was to help me 

improved the quality of the study in the sense that the strengths of one 

method or technique compensated for the weaknesses or deficiencies of the 

others. 

4.2.1. Sampling 

I did my sampling at two levels (sampling of the study communities and 

the individuals within these selected communities). My sampling started with 

the choice of Sandema and Fumbesi as the study communities based on a 

combination of factors. Among these factors were demographic differences, 

variations in traditional versus modem land use and management practices 

and the severity of land use problems in the two areas. 

A four-week survey I conducted in 1998 in the Bulsa District combined 

with reports from the District Assembly ( Bulsa D istrict Assembly 1998) a nd 

literature reviews (Appiah M. A 1996; Hakvoort J . 1999) suggested that 

competition for land and land degradation are more severe in Sandema than 

in Fumbesi. At that time, I could not ascertain the exact reasons or accurately 

substantiate this inference. However, the impression I got from informants 

and these reports was that the difference in the severity in land degradation 

was due to differences in population densities. Although, these reports failed 

to provide figures on the population densities of two communities, from my 

observation, Sandema, the district capital, is fast becoming urbanised with a 

high population density while Fumbesi, still rural in character, is sparsely 

populated. I selected Sandema and Fumbesi for my research because these 

differences provide an ideal scenario for me to investigate how demographic 

differences a s well a s the urban versus rural character of the communities 

influence the generation and preservation of local knowledge and traditional 

institutions regarding land use. Demographic differences are relevant to 

1 9 Ethnomethodology is one of those complicated terms to define. It involves wide range of 
procedures and practices researchers use to collect information on the ways local people 
assemble, construct and make sense of their natural and social world (Benson and Hughes 
1983:31). 
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analysing I and u se c hange a nd i n t he p reservation of I ocal k nowledge a nd 

traditional institutions. These differences were also to assist me to understand 

the coping mechanisms of the two areas to these changes. 

I also took into account logistics and the willingness of the selected 

communities to participate in the study. Between, 1992 and 1997, I worked 

with both communities on a number of development and related projects 

including health, agriculture, and later on my Master's degree (Apentiik 1997) 

in ethnoarchaeology. Through these previous works, I had established cordial 

relationships and trust with members of the selected communities, and it was 

much easy for me to reactivate my already existing contacts. Trust and 

openness on the part of my informants was crucial to my research and it 

would have been more difficult to establish this trust in a new environment, 

especially with limited logistics and time. Choosing a new environment would 

have meant longer stay in the field and a higher financial cost beyond my 

budget. 

In sampling informants for interviews, I also took into consideration 

other factors. The quality and quantity of local knowledge and experience 

individuals possess in traditional societies vary according to age, gender, 

social, political and economic status, and education (Grennier 1998). In 

addition, Grennier (1998) notes that social and economic status, curiosity, 

and control over resources are other important factors that influence the 

distribution of local knowledge (ibid.). From my past research experience in 

the area, I was aware of the tendency of one age group, social class or 

gender to dominate or intimidate others (Apentiik 1997). In Bulsa society, 

there is a tendency for men to dominate women and I felt that I had to pay 

particular attention to gender dynamics in choosing my sample population. I 

was further aware that in most research on development, especially on 

agriculture, women and the old, despite their rich knowledge are often 

considered economically inactive and are rarely given the opportunity to 

share their experience with researchers. In sampling of the informants for 
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interviews, the above-mentioned factors, together with my problem statement, 

influenced my choice of informants. 

In o rder to minimise the marginalisation a nd u nder representation of 

any particular age group, gender and social class, I combined purposive, 

judgmental and snowballing sampling to select informants for interviews. 

Snowballing is a sampling technique that allows the researcher to locate other 

key informants through one or more informants. As society with strong social 

and kinship networks, snowballing allowed me to locate informants through 

various social and kinship networks and linkages. However, extreme care 

was needed on my part to avoid interviewing only people with close kinship 

ties. Bernard (1996) notes that one of the obvious problems of snowballing is 

that it easily lead to the interviewing of only close family relatives or friends. 

Within the first two weeks in the field and upon my monthly review of the data 

collected, I realised that most male farmers or land users directed me to only 

male farmers or male close relatives. The reverse was true with women. I was 

able to detect the problems and biases of the snowball sampling quickly 

because of my familiarity with the kinship network in the village. Akanbenyiak 

(my junior brother and field assistant) confirmed my suspicions about this 

pattern when we discussed the problem. Akanbenyiak is a young man of 

about twenty-six years but very knowledgeable in the history of the village 

and the background of compounds. He dropped out of school in primary two 

and spent most of his time with our father who was a village head and elder. 

The old man took him to every village functions (rituals, sacrifices and 

funerals) and he has over the years gained considerable in-depth of 

knowledge on a lot of Bulsa beliefs and traditions regarding land use. 

Akanbenyiak is now able to talk confidently and accurately about local issues 

and history than most elders, and because of his rich knowledge, when elders 

of the village are unsure of issues, they consult him though he is not 

technically an elder. 

Realising the problem of interviewing largely people of close kinship 

and social ties, I had to give serious thoughts about how to break this 
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sequence by either purposefully sampling the marginalised group or looking 

for alternative unorthodox strategies. For instance, I purposefully sampled 

women farmers for interviews in order to ensure gender balance in my 

interviews. Despite, this problem of snowballing it was difficult to abandon it 

altogether because the statistical data I needed in order to use other types of 

formal sampling techniques or strategies were either outdated or inadequate. 

Since 1984, there had not been any official population census until in the 

early part of the year 2000. The government had not yet published the results 

of this census by the time I left the field. 

4.2.2. Selection of assistants and informants 

As mentioned earlier I started the selection of perspective informants 

by enumerating the compounds of the sampled villages with the assistance of 

four assistants and two male elders of Bilinmonsa in Sandema, who 

eventually became key informants. With this team, I was able to compile a list 

of all the compounds in the settlement and this became my sample frame. I 

came up with three categories of compounds in this sample frame based on 

the age and developmental cycles of each compound; new compounds (1-5 

years), established compounds (6-10 years) and o Id compounds (11 years 

and above). With the help of my assistants, I succeeded in putting all 

compounds in the village into these three categories. In the end, I got one 

hundred and twenty three compounds but I realised that it was impossible to 

cover the entire sample frame. To make this large sample frame more 

manageable, I introduced a multi-stage sampling. Using a combination of 

quota and purposive sampling techniques (see Robson 1993; Denscombe 

1998; Neuman 1994), I scaled down the number to sixty compounds, 

selecting twenty compounds from each category as the target perspective 

informants. I deemed twenty compounds a reasonable representation and 

coverage for each category. The main goal of the exercise was to get a 

working population for the study. As the fieldwork progressed, I did not rigidly 

follow this plan and a number of informants were included from outside the 

sample population through accidental encounters or deliberate selection for 
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specific information. It became necessary to extend the selection of 

informants outside the sampled population because specialists whose 

knowledge was useful to the study were excluded from it. In other instances, 

through association and conversation, I ended up interviewing people from 

outside the selected sample. 

In each of the selected compounds, I tried to interview every adult 

member engaged in land use activities (mainly farming). Cultural protocol 

required that when I visited a compound, after the normal greeting, I would 

explain to the head of the compound the purpose of my mission. The first 

major problem I encountered at this stage was how to correctly or precisely 

interpret or explain my research to the heads of these compounds who 

eventually become potential informants. As I explain in chapters five and six, 

traditional i institutions, knowledge systems, and land use, core terms to my 

research, conjured multiple meanings to the Bulsa. The term 'land use' has 

no direct or exact Bulsa equivalent, except when I related the it to farming 

(kpari) or the work of the farmer (kpaaroa). However, the Bulsa definition of a 

farmer is someone who owns a bam and a piece of land for permanent 

cultivation, this automatically excludes women and part time civil servants. 

Women work either alone or alongside their husbands on the farms and yet 

my key informants insisted that only men are farmers. At that point, I had to 

redefine and adjust my topic to include all people in a compound or 

household who participate or help in the farm work and not just "farmers" in 

the Bulsa sense. 

In total, I visited fifty-eight compounds in Sandema and forty-seven in 

Fumbesi. I conducted one hundred and eighty-five formal and extended 

interviews in the two communities. I also conducted eighty-four formal 

interviews with land use extension workers and government official at the 

district assembly, agricultural department, forestry office, commercial farmers, 

NQOs, and civil servants on their views of and attitudes to land use activities 

in the District. In addition, I had informal interviewed with forty-eight 

government officials from the agriculture departments in the neighbouring 
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districts and at the regional and national levels. I also casually talked to over 

sixty-two knowledgeable farmers from areas outside my research area. This 

later group of informants were mainly commercial farmers and other 

government officials whose work impinged on my research but fall outside the 

sample frame or the study area. The inclusion of respondents outside the 

target or sampled population was also through accidental encounters or 

through personal request by individuals who wanted to share information with 

me on my research. Some of the interviewees in this category include leaders 

of farmers associations and specialists (soothsayers, land custodians, 

rainmakers, chiefs and elders) whose contribution to my research was very 

useful. 

4.3. INTERVIEWS AND QUESTIONNAIRES 

Interviews were of two main types: formal and informal. In the latter, I 

acted primarily as an insider, whereas in the former, my role as a researcher 

dominated. Although during the first few weeks of my fieldwork it was difficult 

to separate the formal and informal approaches, I was always careful to 

maintain it. However, in some cases I found myself in a difficult situation, 

neither an insider nor researcher, but rather a 'foreign Bulsa going through a 

healing process' and to reintegrate myself into Bulsa culture. The ambivalent 

position I found myself in the initial stages of the research was however 

resolved in the latter part of the fieldwork. 

I designed my interviews in response to my research question(s). 

Interviews took an open-ended and discursive format. I prepared a checklist 

of questions (Appendix A) to serve as a guide rather than as an administrative 

device. A semi-structured open-ended format was suitable for the study 

communities in that it conformed to the social customs of knowledge 

transmission and information exchange in Bulsa society. The semi-structured 

and opened-ended format allowed interviewees the freedom to talk and 

express ideas that were important to the research but which I did not 

anticipate during the preparation of the fieldwork. In addition, this format 
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permitted me to go beyond the constraints imposed by structured questions 

that required yes or no answers, and to probe further into responses that 

arose from the questions. This approach was also particularly relevant to my 

study since the aim was not to collate aggregate and quantitative data for 

statistical analysis but rather to provide qualitative insights into the dynamic 

interaction between Bulsa socio-cultural, economic, political institutions, their 

knowledge systems and the impact modem state on their land use and 

conservation regimes. 

Questions asked from the checklist varied depending on the person I 

interviewed, the context, and the problem and topic I investigated. I found that 

it was better to allow older informants or elders to talk first in general and 

broad terms about their views, opinions and knowledge on land use issues 

before asking them specific questions. In this way, they selected topics or 

issues they were knowledgeable about and felt comfortable in discussing. I 

would then slot in questions that were of particular relevance to my research. 

Using this strategy, I discovered interesting and relevant information that I 

would have missed if I had stuck strictly to my checklist format. It was also 

culturally appropriate a nd less intimidating to begin interviews in discursive 

form, rather than to pin down older people with direct questioning. 

Starting a discussion with direct questions in Bulsa society is 

inappropriate and poses problems, especially with elderly informants. Direct 

questioning has negative connotations in Bulsa society. Although questioning 

is not totally out of place in Bulsa society, there are protocols to follow when 

questioning an elder. The questioner must couch the questions in a discursive 

form. Bulsa dislike and avoid people who are too inquisitive or have the habit 

of asking too many direct questions. They suspect such people of harbouring 

bad or evil intentions or of being witches. I had to be extra careful about the 

way I asked my questions and how many questions I asked at a time or per 

interview. As a Bulsa, I had to show extreme sensitivity to this protocol since 

its neglect was bound to cause problems for my entire family. In addition, I 

had to be cautious because I did not want members to identify me as nur-



90 

soblik felik, meaning black white person or foreign Bulsa. Nur-soblik felik is a 

derogatory term that Bulsa use to describe fellow Bulsa who they consider as 

not properly trained in the culture, and who seem not to care about the 

cultural implications of their actions. 

Informants gave two interrelated reasons for the Bulsa dislike of direct 

questioning or asking of many questions. From a Bulsa point of view, 

depending on the format a question takes, direct questioning presupposes 

"superior-subordinate" relationship. A retired Bulsa elementary school teacher 

explained t hat a Ithough t he B ulsa attitude towards d irect q uestioning i s n ot 

entirely new and has always existed in a latent form, the colonial 

administration reinforced it, and brought it to a different scale during the 

colonial period. He noted that during the colonial era it was common to see 

officials with papers and pens walking in and out of villages. In some cases, 

colonial officials gathered general information on the area, but in others 

instances they were there for taxation purposes or conscript people for 

construction works or projects (e.g. dam, wells and road construction). He 

further explained that it was an ordeal in those days when colonial officials or 

their representatives visited a compound. During such visits, officials would 

subject compound members, especially heads and elders, to long drills of 

questions, and often issued stem warnings to informants that they must 

provide direct and true answers to questions put to them. According to him, 

"unfortunately for most questions these official asked, the informants most of 

the time had no answers". In cases where colonial officials suspected that 

compound heads were giving or have given false answers to questions or 

answers that did not make sense to them, they would further summon such 

informants to the colonial office, sometimes threatening them with jail 

sentences. This colonial policy was intimidating and is still fresh in the minds 

of older people, who pass their experience on to the present generation. In 

Bulsa today, it is still common to come across government officials and 

extension workers who the local people consider not only as an extension of 

the colonial administration, but also people with power and authority who use 
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the same strategies to collect information. Consequently, direct questions 

came to be associated with power and threat. This partly explains why older 

Bulsa feel intimidated and reluctant to answer direct questions and dislike 

people who ask many questions. However, their attitude towards direct 

question must not be regarded as merely a colonial by-product but much 

more of the general practice in Bulsa society. For instance, their reaction 

towards formal and direct questions can also in part be attributed to the fact 

that the Bulsa learn by doing, participation and observation and not by direct 

questioning. 

The point I want to emphasise here is that the choice of interview 

format, whether formal or informal, has to take into consideration socio-

cultural contexts and other historical factors. In my case, it was clear that 

direct question-answer format was quite inappropriate in a large number of 

situations. This meant I had to continuously keep moving from one format to 

another and evolving n ew techniques depending on the circumstances and 

the interviewee. Consequently, the general checklist (Appendix A) I 

developed for my research was not static but dynamic and continued to 

evolve throughout the fieldwork. 

At the beginning of the fieldwork, I had the task of asserting myself as 

a true Bulsa and correcting the impression of informants that I was not part of 

the "pen and book people". I carried papers and pens at the initial stages of 

my fieldwork, and was always ready to scribble down whatever information 

informants gave either in reply to a question or during discussions. This 

problem was later minimised as I committed my checklist to memory and it 

became no longer necessary to keep on turning to papers and eagerly writing 

everything down. During the first few weeks, I was more of the subject of 

observation rather than the observer. However, within a month or two, 

especially in Sandema, people no longer perceived me as a "stranger-Bulsa". 

I was also no longer a centre of attention and I could then visit farmers and 

compounds, and people would not immediately stop what they were doing to 

watch what I had come to do or to welcome me back home. 
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The general checklist covers diverse aspects of land use including 

socio-cultural (beliefs systems, cosmology, symbolism ideology), economic, 

and political aspects of Bulsa life. I asked questions to elicit information on 

Bulsa relationships with the natural and spiritual environments at the 

household and community levels. The section of the questionnaire that dealt 

with demographic information or personal data was fixed or constant, while 

other sections were flexible and underwent adjustments and changes. As 

much as possible, I maintained the content and objective of the questions. 

After an intensive participant observation period of six months, I 

prepared a supplementary checklist of questions in the latter part of the 

fieldwork. Like the general checklist, the supplementary list was also flexible, 

specialist-specific and based on experience with the general checklist and 

observation of land use activities. I further prepared and tailored a specialised 

questionnaire towards individual specialists such as land custodians, chiefs, 

soothsayers or diviners, government and nongovernmental officials and 

extension workers, commercial farmers, and other key informants identified 

as possessing specialised knowledge on ecological issues and Bulsa socio-

cultural institutions. This also meant that the checklist (Appendix A) was by no 

means exhaustive. For different components of the research (e.g., topic on 

soil), I used different questions and procedures. In addition to these 

questionnaires for individual informants, I prepared a hybrid checklist for 

group interviews. 

4.3.1. Interview setting and recording 

The setting is a critical factor in the conduct of a successful interview 

(Grennier 1998). Grennier recommends that as much as possible interviews 

should be conducted in an environment where informants are familiar and are 

most comfortable. The setting must also be relevant to the topics. In the first 

few weeks, I was very anxious and eager to interview as many people as 

possible, and did not pay significant attention to the setting of my interviews. I 

soon realised that there were problems. For instance, women performed 

better when I conducted interviews in their courtyards where men were not 
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always around or in market places where they had the freedom to talk freely. I 

then adjusted the setting of my interviews accordingly. 

Although in some cases I had no control over the choice of setting, I 

tried to influence the choice if I got the feeling that it was a barrier to 

discussions. For instance, when I visited a compound and the informant was 

on the farm, I would politely suggest meeting or greeting him on the farm site 

where he worked. In most cases, informants would honour this request but in 

few instances, heads of compounds turned down the offer for cultural 

reasons. Heads of compounds take it as disrespectful or culturally 

inappropriate to allow their guests to come to the farm. A compound head I 

insisted on interviewing on his farm explained that guests to the compound 

are not his private visitors but that of the ancestors and the gods. He pointed 

at the shrines in front of the compound and said "these are the Great Beings 

(meaning the ancestral shrines at the gate of the compound) who keep watch 

over and protect the living, and the greeting he receives is on behalf of the 

ancestors". Despite these obstacles, whenever feasible, I conducted 

interviews with farmers on their farms. One advantage is that it is easy for 

them to describe or remember details related to issues such as farming 

practices, soil types, fauna, flora, and indicator species. For example, a 

farmer who would h ave d ifficulties remembering particular details regarding 

soil type or indicator plants if I conducted the interview off the farm could 

easily remember, describe or sometimes just point at the plants and soil 

types. Interviewing farmers on their farms was rewarding for it allowed me to 

see the practical aspect of what farmers say against what they actually do on 

the farms. Devereux and Hoddinott (1993) note that research based mainly 

on material collected from interviews tends to present the interviewer with "the 

people's ideology" rather than the actual praxis of their daily lives, because 

people tend to report in interviews the ideals they hold rather than what they 

actually practise. This is crucial to development research in general. 

Conducting interviews with farmers on their farms offered the best opportunity 
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to understand and to appreciate farmers' land use choices and management 

decisions. 

I recorded responses during interviews in Buli, which I am more 

comfortable with than English, and translated them into English at the end of 

the field day. I initially attempted to record the interviews directly in English 

but at the end of each day when I discussed my notes with my assistants, I 

was surprised to see how much information I had either misrepresented or 

misunderstood. My assistants would laugh at some of my misrepresentations 

and quickly reminded me of what a particular informant had actually said and 

what it meant. From my assistants' comments, I realised that it was not ideal 

to record the interviews directly in English. I resorted to recording interviews 

in Buli, which I would then translate into English at the end of the day. In this 

way, it took some pressure off, gave me time to consult teachers who teach 

Buli in the area and my Buli dictionary (Kroger 1992) and other specialists on 

the translation of technical matters. This helped me to minimise 

misrepresentation and loss of vital information through translation from Buli 

into English under fieldwork pressure. 

Despites these precautions and strategies, it was still difficult to 

translate myths, legends and oral histories without rendering them 

unintelligible to a Bulsa reader or informant if I were to translate my English 

version back into Buli. Cruikshank (1998:69), in her narrative research in the 

Yukon Territories, makes a poignant observation about the problem of 

translation and misrepresentation, especially with the translation of interviews 

on local knowledge systems. She notes that mistranslation was the most 

challenging issue she faced in the course of her research. Cruikshank 

(1998:69) notes that: 

My attempt to impose a conventional academic framework 
that might evaluate knowledge as historical or scientific was 
flawed, because the framework distorted the nature and 
context of the narratives. 

Cruikshank's assessment of the problem is not limited to evaluation of the 

end product but begins with the framing and translation of informants' 
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responses. To minimise this problem, especially in the case of technical 

issues, I have resorted to the use of footnotes and local terminologies, 

highlighting how the Bulsa use these terms. 

4.3.2. Group interviews 

To understand group dynamics in land use issues, particularly, 

perceptions, attitude and knowledge systems of the people as a group, I 

organised a number of group interviews and discussions. These 

complemented and supplemented the information collected from individual 

interviewees. I conducted thirteen group meetings (eight in Sandema and five 

in Fumbesi). Two of the eight group interviews in Sandema were with women. 

Although I wish I could have organised more group interviews, it entailed a 

long and cumbersome process with prohibitive financial costs. 

The willingness to participate in group interviews was one of the 

factors that influenced my selection of members for the group interviews and 

discussions. In addition, I took other factors such as age and gender into 

account. First, I asked each clan within the study area to nominate two 

persons (a man and woman). I also I relied on judgmental sampling and 

included certain informants whom through my research I had identified as 

possessing specialised knowledge on land use matters. The group interviews 

took place at central places within the communities and in the evening when 

people were less busy or had completed most of their day's work. 

In both places, group interviews worked out quite well and brought to 

light issues that informants did not mention at the level of individual 

interviews. For instance, soils that individuals did not mention nor were 

unaware of came up during the group interviews. Nevertheless, group 

interviews were not without problems. At the beginning of each group meeting 

informants were reluctant to talk, but once I got them talking, some 

participants tried to overshadow the rest. Elders, opinion leaders, and 

politicians tended to assume the role of spokespersons for the entire group. 

Women and younger men were not only shy but also unwilling to say anything 

that might be contrary to the elders, an act Bulsa consider disrespectful. To 



96 

overcome this problem, I had to be extra careful and tactful, and had to come 

up with strategies to ensure that each participant could fully participate in the 

discussion. First, I gave each member a number of chances depending on the 

time allotted for the entire meeting to express his or her feelings or opinions 

on the topic. In addition, I had to brief the group that it was better to allow 

every participant to talk, and that the young, old, male or female all h ad a 

contribution to make. 

Despite these briefings and strategies, there were still problems when 

one age group, sex, or group of people of high social status tried to dominate 

or overshadow the rest of the participants. This became evident after group 

meetings, when young men and women would come up to me to express 

their opinions in private because they were either afraid or felt uncomfortable 

expressing their opinions in the presence of some personalities in the group. 

It turned out that most of the people who came up to me later provided useful 

and exciting new information. I crosschecked this with interview data from 

some of my key informants to see if I could validate such later claims. Since 

there is a tendency towards conformity in Bulsa society, despite all the 

strategies, women did not often speak out during the group interviews other 

than to concord or confirm what the men or their husbands had said. I had to 

handle the subtleties in the group dynamics in a manner that took into 

consideration differences and minority opinions, and where necessary, I 

conducted further interviews with such individuals. 

4.3.3. Lessons: Individual versus group interviews 

Data from individual interviews were very useful because social and 

cultural characteristics such as sex, age and status not only influence the 

knowledge base of each individual but also individuals are exposed to 

different aspects of land use and know different activities better than others. 

Both forms of interviews helped to shed light on how land use activities are 

socially and culturally organised, constructed and distributed within the 

society. 
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The group interviews gave me the opportunity to discuss my findings 

and allowed the group to deliberate on and evaluate my research. In this way, 

I was able to gain better insights into the attitudes, perceptions and opinions 

of the individuals within the group and the group as a whole. 

Although the group interviews were useful, they were very expensive 

financially and took considerable time to organise. On the financial side, as 

part of cultural protocol, I had to provide Hour-water" (zu-nyiam, millet flour 

soaked in water) for participants after meetings. However, things have 

changed; now this "traditional zu-nyiam" is no longer the ordinary and 

affordable flour-water or gruel but locally brewed beer (pito) and local gin. As 

one who has returned from the whiteman's land (felik-teng), participants 

expected me to throw a big party after group meetings, not just a few bowls of 

flour-water and pots of local beer as protocol demands. It was impossible for 

members to understand my financial position since they believe that to travel 

to Bolgatanga or Accra (regional and national capitals) one must be rich. I 

could not convince them that I was a poor student since I was able to afford 

an air ticket and a new bicycle for my research. 

The study area has had previous experience with foreign researchers 

and politicians, who after organising or holding group meetings, threw big 

parties. From these previous experiences, local people, especially the youth 

expected me to do the same thing. There is a strong perception that when 

individuals return from abroad or overseas, they usually come back with 

money. From my own experience, most foreign researchers and other Bulsa 

who return from abroad to the village have the habit of spending and living 

lavishly, and this has created the impression that whoever is coming from 

abroad has unlimited amounts of money. 

4.4. PARTICIPANT OBSERVERVATION. 

Since Malinowski, participant observation has developed into one of 

those least well-defined terms in anthropological and social science research. 

Participant observation involves an array of data collection techniques 
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including observation, conversations, direct or indirect participation in the 

activities and life of the community, and other unobtrusive methods (Bernard 

1995). In my data collection, I used two distinctive but overlapping versions of 

participant observation. 

My arrival in the field in the month of May coincided with the beginning 

of the farming season. As indicated earlier, my knowledge of land use and 

Bulsa customs for someone of my age is deficient, so I began the research by 

becoming apprentice to a number of farmers of both sexes and different age 

groups within my compound and clan. In addition, I established my own 

groundnut farm, as do other young persons in the village. This gave me 

experience in the practical aspects of Bulsa land use, especially farming. This 

was to allow me write a text on Bulsa land use from my own experience as a 

Bulsa. 

In the latter part of the fieldwork, I became thoroughly immersed in the 

life of the communities, particularly the community of Sandema, which is also 

my native village. I eventually became what Jorgersen (1989) terms as "the 

researcher becoming part of the phenomenon". Other scholars would refer to 

such involvement as "going native" (Bernard 1995), if I were a non-Bulsa 

studying Bulsa land use. I refer to this kind of participant observation as the 

'observing participant or participant comprehension' method. This is not new 

in anthropological and social science research. Brown's (1991) work on 

Vodoo is based on observing participant or participant comprehension (see 

also Goulet 1994; Bernard 1995). With this approach, I left myself open to 

whatever experiences arose as a consequence of my involvement in the life 

of the study community. I recorded these experiences in addition to my 

observations on land use activities. 

I was directly involved in the life and activities of the community: 

attending festivals, funerals, communal farming activities, clan meetings and 

other ritual activities. In many cases, I attended or participated in these 

activities as a member of the village or representative of my clan and 

compound and not as a researcher. On such occasions, I also watched and 
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listened to what members did, said and related to one another from the 

perspective of a researcher. It was inappropriate to take notes in the form of 

either writing or recording. Any information or discussions I found useful to my 

research at these meetings, I committed to memory; afterwards or upon 

returning home, the first thing I did was to write down my impressions and the 

lessons I learned. On several occasions, my junior brother and I represented 

my compound at such communal gatherings: communal farming, ritual 

sacrifices and funerals. I relied on him to explain to me issues that I could not 

remember, or had problems understanding in their context. 

In adopting the observing participant approach, I was aware of the 

critical question of objectivity, a requirement for any scientific inquiry and I 

was mindful of potential criticisms, especially from the positivists who [falsely] 

claim that entirely objective research is possible in the social sciences. See 

David and Kramer (2002) for a detailed commentary on hermeneutics of 

social science. 

Another version of participant observation I used was partial 

involvement, what Bernard (1995) calls participating observer2 0. I used this 

method mainly in the second studied community (Fumbesi), fifty-eight 

kilometres from Sandema. With each visit to Fumbesi, I would spend short 

periods (one to two weeks) to go round and collect information on aspects of 

local scenes and activities related to my study, and return to the first research 

site (Sandema) which was my home base. Unlike in Sandema, in Fumbesi I 

observed more than I participated in the activities of the community; I did not 

go farming with farmers nor participate directly in the farming activities and 

social activities. I spent most of my time talking to farmers and other land 

users, and observing their activities and conversations, behaviour and 

interactions. 

Bernard's (1995) study of Greek sponge fishermen in the Mediterranean is an example of 
the participating observer approach to field work. Bernard lived with the fishermen, ate with 
them and generally participated as an outsider in their lives. He did not go diving with them 
nor participate directly in the diving activities but spent most of his time hanging out with the 
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In analysing the various debates, arguments and counter-arguments of 

the two different versions of participant observations, the issue was not 

essentially the appropriateness of passive versus active participant 

observation, but more of a spectrum. Bernard (1995) noted that whatever 

version of participant observation the researcher uses largely depends on the 

aims and objectives, topic and subject matter of the research, and other 

interacting socio-cultural, economic and ideological factors, and the context of 

fieldwork. He notes that coping with multiple methodologies in fieldwork is one 

of the important aspects of research as the choice and use of a research 

method has a profound effect on the final analysis of the data and the quality 

of the outcome of the study. 

The two types of participant observation techniques allowed me to 

experience various levels of interaction between people, and to learn and 

understand some aspects of the culture that may not have become obvious to 

me from interviews. In this way, I was able to check, double-check or 

crosscheck the correctness, honesty and validity of what informants said 

during interviews against what I observed. Further, these approaches helped 

me to frame and reframe my questions to a better understanding of my 

informants. 

Above all, the various versions of my participant observation strategies 

unveiled and helped me to understand issues or topics that were never 

verbalised for cultural reasons, because people never really felt comfortable 

discussing them or were not consciously aware of them. As noted earlier, the 

Bulsa do not normally discuss learning processes including how they transmit 

traditional knowledge in a formal way. Informants could not readily explain 

why they chose or preferred to use a particular method, they often simply give 

answers such as "that is how our ancestors have done it in the past" or "that 

is our customary way of doing things". When I insisted as I often did with age 

mates and young informants on an explanation, which they found difficult to 

fishermen and observing their activities. Although the divers were curious about what he 
recorded into his note book, they went about their business as usual 
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verbalise, they would simply say "that is grandfathers' ways and we have no 

answers". 

I would like to stress that both participant observations I used allowed 

me to collect different kinds of data (especially on ritual, religious and 

practical aspects of land use), and this would have been impossible with other 

field techniques such as interviews or formal questionnaires. In cases where 

my formal interviews failed to provide needed information or get to the bottom 

of an issue, observation and participation in the community's life and activities 

yielded good results. In my experience, participant observation experience 

minimises the problem of reactivity (people changing their behaviour and 

actions to adjust to the demands of the researcher). Through participant 

observation, I was able to gain an intuitive understanding of the culture, and 

how Bulsa transmit information, and this allowed me to vary the structure and 

content of my questions constantly to take into account the understanding 

and perspectives of my informants and other mediating social and cultural 

factors that prevail in the community. In this way, participant observation 

contributed significantly to broaden the breadth and depth to my questions, 

and consequently the overall quality of my data. 

In summary, using the observing participant approach was to help me 

understand how land use management regimes and practices help to 

constitute and in part constituted by Bulsa socio-cultural, economic and 

political institutions, knowledge systems, and other historical factors. As 

Giddens (1982:7) argues, l o describe [understand] human behaviour in a 

valid way is in principle to be able to participate in the form of life which 

constitute, and are constituted by, that behaviour". The face-to-face 

interviews, observation and experience through participation put in a better 

position to interpret how Bulsa land users and resource managers perceive, 

use and manage their land and its resources in the context of their daily life 

and experiences. This also allows me to place what people say during 

interviews or claim to be the accepted land use practice against what they 
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actually d o: i nformants' i interpretation of w hat t hey s ay a bout how t hey u se 

and manage their land and what they actually do. 

4.4.1. Reflection on formal research methods 

As I reflect on the mainstream methodologies, I realise that the 

formulation of detailed methodologies (sampling techniques and interview 

guidelines) are useful tools to know and to be familiar with, but in my case 

they were quite frustrating and rigid to follow. Rigid adherence to the 

mainstream methods as I tried to do at the initial stages of the fieldwork was 

both counter-productive and restraining. However, it was difficult to abandon 

them partly because I felt I h ad taken a g reat deal of effort to study these 

methods and had to apply them. I also felt that the best way to give my 

dissertation methodological rigour was to use "formalised standard research 

methods". To compensate for some of the weaknesses in and to supplement 

formal research methods, I relied on unorthodox methods. 

4.5. UNORTHODOX METHODS 

The decision to accept the unorthodox methods in the later part of my 

fieldwork was partly due to the inherent weakness I had experienced with 

some of the mainstream methods. For example, the weakness of snowballing 

and opportunistic sampling for locating informants compelled me to look for 

other complementary strategies of data collection. I also realised that the best 

approach to my fieldwork was to combine both methods, by using unorthodox 

methods to help me establish rapport for my investigation. However, already 

noted, the major dilemma with the unorthodox methods was how to tie them 

into the analysis and interpretation of my data at the writing stage 

4.5.1. Researcher being part of the research environment 

There are two sides to the researcher being part of the research 

environment. The first is the researcher's own background, including training, 

social status within the society he/she studies and the subjectivity the 

researcher carries from his/her own society into the field. The other relates to 
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the informants' preconceptions and perceptions of the researcher as a 

member of the society or as a stranger. I had a multi-faceted identity; Bulsa, 

stranger-Bulsa and researcher and this had a great deal of influence in my 

data collecting. 

Being a Bulsa with Western education, my fellow Bulsa informants 

expected me to be knowledgeable and familiar with the socio-cultural life of 

the society and with all general external issues. Members expected me to 

provide a nswers to q uestions for w hich t hey t hemselves h ave n o a nswers. 

Some would often remark during interviews "you the book people know 

everything", when I asked questions to which informants appeared to have no 

answer. Members became more suspicious and concerned because some of 

the questions I posed to them during my interviews appeared to put doubts in 

their minds about how knowledgeable I was about Bulsa society. These 

conceptions and misconceptions about the level of my general knowledge 

and that of Bulsa society in particular became matter of local gossip. This 

further made Informants to become suspicious about my research and its real 

intentions. I got to know how people felt about my knowledge base through 

close relatives who are in touch with what goes on in the community, and who 

were sometimes themselves involved in the gossip. Through these close 

relatives, especially my brother/assistant, I became aware that a section of 

the community thought or had the impression that the white man's education 

and Western training h ad corrupted me very badly. I n some i nstances, my 

age mates and people I share joking-relation would often remark or respond 

to s orne of m y q uestions d uring i nterviews "the w hite m an's e ducation h as 

turned your head upside down", meaning, "you have lost or been stripped off 

of your Bulsa mind". Members of the community had to arrive at these 

conclusions and perceptions because most of the questions I asked 

demonstrated my naivety in matters of common sense knowledge of general 

customs and land use topics. 

When I first heard these negative comments and perceptions, I felt 

bad, but later I came to terms with their assertion. These village gossips were 
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not strange because I am one of them, and yet I asked questions which were 

sometimes very naïve and childish, and that no Bulsa male of my age and 

status would ask. In a number of cases, I had my questions thrown back at 

me by informants. This was not because, as I later came to realise, that the 

informant had no answers but was a way of protesting to make me think, or to 

express their disappointment in a polite way at my naivety. At times 

informants courteously told me to go back and consult members of my 

compound about the questions I asked. Despite these negative notions and 

perceptions, I sometimes had to ask naïve questions not because I was 

totally unaware of how things work or lack Bulsa knowledge to the extend 

informant thought, but because I had to play the role of the "devil's advocate". 

In portraying myself as being naïve, I allowed informants to teach me if they 

chose. Through this strategy, I was able to learn many new lessons, and I 

had s orne of my own a ssumptions a nd p erceptions a bout i mportant i ssues 

confirmed, discontinued, or elaborated. 

Another important element that contributed to community perceptions 

about my knowledge base was the Bulsa belief in the superiority and privilege 

of the white man's knowledge over the local knowledge system. This notion is 

well rooted in the society and linked to colonialism. The colonial regime 

introduced new knowledge and technologies about crops and farming 

systems to the area (Gold Coast Department of Agriculture 1927-37). In 

introducing these and other land use practices, colonial officials and 

extension workers led local farmers to believe that their traditional farming 

systems and other practices were obstacles to sustainable agricultural 

development. As I discuss in chapter eight, the colonial land use policies 

openly and vehemently condemned traditional land use practices such as 

mixed cropping, keeping animals in the kraal and bush burning and described 

such practices as outmoded or primitive practices, which members must 

discard (ibid). This kind of approach to extension work and other 

technological transfer activities is still common in the area. Thus, agricultural 

policy of independent Ghana is not radically different from that colonial 
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Ghana. Emphasis is still on cash crop production and with minimum provision 

in the system to take into accounts the views, knowledge, and participation of 

local people. As I discuss in chapters eight and nine, the Ministry of Food and 

Agriculture at the Regional and District levels is dominated by "experts'' who 

regard local knowledge, institutions and local agricultural practices as 

obstacles to agricultural development. Government agricultural official like 

their colonial predecessors, consider the determination of agricultural and 

other land use policies entirely their affair, and seldom consults or welcome 

contributions from local people. At the district level, present post-colonial state 

agricultural extension official continue to follow similar approaches in their 

dissemination of land u se information and in the introduction of n ew crops 

and technologies. The colonial extension officials' negative attitudes towards 

Bulsa traditional land use practices is still fresh in the minds of older people 

who regarded the government land use officials as an extension of the 

colonial regime. 

Belief in the superiority of the white man's knowledge has become a 

common idiom in many Bulsa expressions; "the person with the pen and 

papers" (karichi derived from the Akan word krakye, which means literate 

person or scholar, or gbang-nyono owner of book meaning educated person) 

has answers to all questions o r knows everything. The B ulsa also use the 

phrase gbang-sebroa (gbang means book and sebi, to know) in a negative 

sense meaning, "know all". Statements such as "book no lie" (gbang kan 

veilimu) even by literate Bulsa is testimony to this perception of the superiority 

of Western knowledge and of the literate person. For informants and other 

members of the society, it was strange that with all my education, including 

studies abroad, I had come back to question them on practices that extension 

officials and literates had condemned as obsolete. Rather, they expected and 

thought I should have come back with a "bag full of knowledge" to help them 

find answers and solutions to their numerous questions and problems. At 

least they expected that I should have returned to help them as most 

agricultural extension workers with Western/formal education are doing. With 
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the knowledge that I have acquired in the West, I should be in a better 

position to assist them to get access to farming inputs such as fertilisers at an 

affordable cost. Some of the youth also think that extension workers in the 

past have cheated and continue to cheat them because they cannot read and 

write. Now that their "own brother" was back with knowledge from the West, 

they though they could get answers to all their questions about getting easy 

access to farming inputs, and assistance in dealing with cheats in the 

extension department. 

In addition, many of the youth found it difficult to understand how, with 

all my knowledge from the West, I had come back to look for knowledge that 

people with Western education (including some teachers and extension 

workers) had condemned and discouraged. These conceptions and 

misconceptions about the privilege of the white man's or Western knowledge 

made informants either suspicious of the real aim of my research and 

questions I asked, or reluctant to express their views about their local 

knowledge on the environment. There was also fear, particularly among 

young informants that their talking about traditional practices and knowledge 

of the environment might imply and reveal that they were backward or 

outmoded in thinking or practices. Such young informants preferred to talk 

about modem farming methods they learned through the formal agricultural 

extension rather than about local knowledge and institutions which they are 

made to believe are obsolete. For instance, during an interview with an elder 

about the Bulsa concept of the land and its rituals, his son (about eighteen 

years of age) who was educated up to elementary school class six 

immediately interrupted and said all those beliefs and rituals his father was 

telling me were all things of the past. 

There was therefore mutual frustration on both sides (informant and I 

the researcher). Frustration on my part because I had most of my relevant 

questions thrown back at me with the reminder that I should go back and find 

out from my family, or I was ridiculed from time to time by stubborn 

informants. On the other hand, my informants were equally frustrated and 
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disappointed that I could not provide answers to most of their questions, and 

above all, that my work offered no promise of direct or immediate assistance 

or benefit. For instance, when I tried to explain that my study did not come 

with a development package, or offered no immediate development 

assistance, informants became disinterested. One informant remarked to one 

of my assistants "if what your brother is doing had no immediate benefits to 

the village, you should advise him to stop subjecting people to childish and 

unnecessary questions". 

In spite of these mutual frustrations, there were positive lessons from 

these conceptions and misconceptions. In some cases, the mutual 

frustrations created positive confrontations that I exploited in my data 

collection. The youth leaders were dissatisfied with the explanation I gave to 

them and the individual informants about my work. Still doubting that there 

was actually nothing in the pipeline for the village, the executive of the youth 

association in Bilinmonsa decided to confront me in an indirect way. The 

youth organised meetings and requested me to attend as member of the 

village youth association. At the meetings, members pretended that they 

wanted to take the opportunity to brief me on the activities of the youth 

association. However, the real aim for organising such a meeting and 

requesting that I attend was not to brief me on their activities but to confront 

me on what and how I would contribute to village development. Since the 

central activity of the village youth association is farming, most of the issues 

they confronted me with revolved around how to improve farming and land 

use, and how to deal with 'cheats' from the extension department. At these 

meetings, I got the opportunity to explain my research further to them, and to 

learn from the group the various land use activities and how members, 

especially the youth, perceive the problems of land use and particularly 

farming. The group would sometimes engage in arguments about the best 

way to improve land use, increase productivity and deal with perennial food 

shortages. They would deliberate on issues such as the use of organic 

manure versus artificial fertilisers or manual weeding versus mechanical 
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ploughing (e.g. tractor and bullocks). The question of whether certain customs 

were a drawback and disincentive to farming were among issues debated. 

Most of the youth would advocate the use of fertilisers and other modem or 

introduced land use technologies such as the use of the tractor for ploughing. 

Occasionally, these arguments became confrontational and in such 

circumstances, members would ask me for my opinion, views and advice. At 

other times, I would step in and play the role of a mediator, especially when 

arguments began to become ugly. In situations where there were no 

agreements and I could not find answers to their questions or when I was in a 

doubt, I would advise the group or assure them that I would invite a specialist 

from the extension department to listen to their grievances. Initially, members 

were reluctant to accept suggestions to invite extension officials to their 

meetings, complaining that they had lost confidence in the extension officials 

from the government departments, who they described as "thieves". The 

youth association members claimed that extension workers often keep inputs 

meant for farmers to themselves or sell them to their favourites and, as such, 

have no role to play at their meetings. I usually succeeded in convincing the 

groups to allow me to invite in officials from the agricultural extension 

department. These meetings were among the best occasions where I 

observed in practice and in context the social interaction between subsistence 

land users and extension officials. I was able to observe in context how the 

farmers and the extension worker perceived each other as well as the 

knowledge systems of both sides. Youth association meetings also helped to 

prepare me for my group interviews. 

4.5.2. Social interaction and conversation analysis 

In this section, I discuss some of the unorthodox techniques and other 

specific situations I consciously and unconsciously used as powerful data 

collection tools to supplement the orthodox methods. I found the use of the 

social arena approach (Vries 1991) as a research strategy particularly useful. 

Bulsa local knowledge system and institutions are socially and historically 

constituted, worked and reworked overtime. It was therefore relevant, and 
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unavoidable as a member of the Bulsa community to use private and public 

social occasions and conversation with friends, relatives, and women at 

festivals, weddings, market places and other social occasions and 

ceremonies as fertile grounds for me to collect data. This use of social scenes 

and conversations for data gathering is what Vries (1991) terms "social arena 

analysis". He calls it social arena because of the tendency of the researcher 

to come across critical information through social interaction and ordinary 

conversations that occur anywhere and at any time and place. In the course 

of my fieldwork, I frequently used social occasions to collect data, but for the 

purpose of this chapter, I will give a few examples to illustrate the usefulness 

of the social arena strategy as a data gathering technique. 

As a member of the society who has been away from the village for 

some time, people expected me to go round the various compounds, 

especially within my clan, where deaths had occurred during my absence and 

to sympathise or "greet" (puusa, meaning to perform greeting ceremonies). 

Puusa is a serious cultural protocol in Bulsa society and I was obligated to 

fulfil it. Bulsa considered the failure to perform puusa as disrespectful to the 

elders and the death. Failure to fulfil this traditional duty would have had 

many repercussions not only forme but also for my family and lineage. A 

Bulsa proverb says that fi dan la buuk fu la ku kpang (if you laugh at the skin 

of the goat, you are laughing at the goat). What this implies is that "what an 

individual Bulsa does is an indication or sign of his or her family's upbringing". 

At first, I thought t hat g oing a round c ompounds i n t he c ommunity t o 

fulfil this cultural protocol of greeting would take up too much of my research 

time but it turned out to be a useful exercise. During such rounds, my hosts 

were always curious to know if I had come back finally, and what I had been 

doing since I left the village. These occasions provided me with the 

opportunity to introduce and explain my research to the village elders and 

other members, some of who later became my informants. On these 

"greeting-visits" elders or older people complained that the youth have 

abandoned farming and migrated down south or to the cities to look for better 
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jobs. At other times, they would complain about the activities of stranger-

absentee commercial farmers. 

Most hosts complained that even the youth who stay at home are 

reluctant to take up farming as a way of life (ngiak-tuima, traditional or 

ancestral profession or work). At theendofsuchcompla in ts , eIderswould 

usually a sk for m y a dvice o r o pinion o n w hat t hey c ould d o t o r everse t he 

trend. Elders were particularly concerned that it is increasingly becoming 

difficult to get their sons to take over from them and they were worried that 

the future of the farming, which they consider as a rich part of the cultural 

heritage was in great danger. The elders see me as a member of the youth 

group and person most of the youth will listen to or take seriously because of 

my background as a past member but also with university education. 

Consequently, elders found me the ideal person with whom to share their 

concerns because of my close association with youth as past executive 

member. 

During these greeting rounds, I would also come across fathers and 

sons or husbands and wives engaged in arguments over decisions regarding 

farming systems or methods, especially in the rainy season when farming 

activities take place. On one such occasion, I met a father and his son 

engaged in a serious brawl. The father was accusing the son of his 

irresponsible actions and stubborn behaviour. According to the father, his son 

has the habit of not taking the advice of the elders. The crux of the matter was 

that the son refused to accept the father's advice and had used bullocks to 

plough the compound farmland in the previous year. The father believed that 

some misfortunes including sickness in the family and poor yields from the 

previous year were the result of his son's recalcitrant behaviour and 

stubbornness. I would listen patiently to the arguments and complaints from 

both sides. At the end, and in line with Bulsa culture protocol, I would take 

sides with the father, and immediately begin to play an intermediary role. I 

took sides with the father not because he was right, but because in Bulsa 

society it is considered inappropriate to openly side with the son in such 
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circumstances. By t aking s ides w ith t he o Id m an, I became h is n aturai a lly 

and he began to talk about how farming was in the past and how things have 

changed over the years. E Iders often attributed poor yields to the negative 

attitudes of the youth towards traditions and other land use practices and the 

introduction of Western education and missionary (church) activities in 

particular. One male elder blamed the church in strong words as one of the 

main institution responsible for the disrespect the youth have for traditions 

and cultural practices. 

Anytime I encountered such arguments between father and sons and 

sided with the father, the sons would come to me a few days later, and 

explain their position. On a number of occasions, I had lengthy discussions 

with the sons about their views on land use and traditional land use systems. 

Contrary to the fathers' position, sons think that farming in the village has 

been unsuccessful or unattractive because of the insistence of the elders and 

the older generation in sticking to outmoded farming methods and customs, 

what these young sons described as "grandfathers' ways". One son 

complained that poor performance in farming is the result of the strict 

insistence that any new practice about farming is a threat to Bulsa tradition 

(ngiak). While it was not exactly clear what this "threat to the tradition or 

culture" meant, my interpretation is that the elders and old men feel their 

social position and authority would be under threat with the adoption of new 

introduced land use technologies. Generally, the youth and sons of these old 

men think that things are changing and that the youth need to do things more 

effectively and in a modem fashion. On one occasion, when I asked one of 

these young men to explain modem ways of farming, he gave examples of 

modem farming only in terms of the use of fertilisers; tractors and the use of 

introduced crop varieties. I encountered a numbers of cases of this nature 

during my fieldwork and got a lot of rich information by playing the role of a 

mediator in such situations. 

Communal farming, as I discuss in detail in chapter eight, is common 

practice among the Bulsa. With this system, one farmer will ask members of 
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the clan or the village to help him on his field; it could be clearing, sowing or 

weeding. Bulsa society considers it rude and bad relations for one to refuse 

such an invitation and I would go as a representative from my compound. On 

such occasions, I would often bring up questions in conversation with my age 

mates and sometimes even with older people on the reasons why and how 

they choose to do things in one way and not another. Such conversations 

generated many debates, and members involved expressed different views. 

At times, I pretended that I was naïve about some aspects of land use, and 

this provided an ideal opportunity for members to teach me. Sometimes in the 

process of one farmer trying to teach me, other farmers would join in and this 

would further generate argument and counter arguments as to the best and 

accepted way(s) to farm or perform a particular farm task. Apart from the 

frank and open discussions and information exchange that followed from 

these scenarios, these were also perfect occasions for me to observe in 

context the dynamic interactions among farmers. This approach was also 

useful in that it allowed me the opportunity to see the knowledge base of 

individuals: old, young and even children in context. 

Festivals, rituals and ceremonies are common features in Bulsa 

society and I got the opportunity to attend such functions, as a member of the 

society and not a researcher. At these festivals and ceremonies, I got the 

opportunity to observe rituals, taboos and other socio-cultural practices that 

relate to my research. For instance, I had the opportunity to attend sacrifices 

to the land gods, the Bulsa harvest festival (Feok), and several other 

occasions where members discussed land tenure, land acquisition, land 

purification issues and conflict resolution on matters that relate to land. 

Although at such meetings it was improper to ask direct questions that relate 

to my work, I was able to observe these rituals and discussions in context. 

After such occasions, I would discuss some of my observations with elders 

and ask them questions about issues I did not understand. While most elders 

I contacted after these meetings entertained some fears about talking about 

issues raised at such ceremonies, some privately did, and provided new 
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insights, and this helped me to reframe some of my questions on rituals and 

religion as they pertained to land use. 

4.5.3. Joking relations scenarios 

One major socio-cultural factor I had to deal with as a member of the 

research environment, and which had a significant impact on my data 

gathering is the joking relationship. Joking-relation21 involves all kinds of inter-

intra-ethnic-humour among members of a society (Drucker-Brown 1982). A 

joking relationship, gbeirik in Buli, means a friend or partner in play or 

recreation relation. Gbeirik is an institutionalised and formalised symmetrical 

form of social interaction between persons or groups. The relationship allows 

or permits members to make fun or tease each other. It is a mutual interaction 

and the parties involved may take no offence. The teasing and jokes vary and 

may take several forms combining friendliness and hostility. In extreme 

cases, it may include verbal abuse, or obscenity or flirtation, yet with no 

physical confrontation (Bodomo 1994). It is beyond the scope of my 

dissertation to explore the aetiology and development of playmate relations. 

Nevertheless, to provide a context in which I used joking relation as a data 

gathering strategy, it is important that I provide a brief overview. 

Many groups in Northern Ghana including the Dagaaba, Frafra 

(Gurune); Kassena, Gonja, Bulsa; Sisala and Zambarima have joking 

relationships between them both in public and in private (Bodomo 1994; 

Yelepuo 1999). Bodomo (1994) and) notes that the historical origin of these 

joking relations between members of these groups have a long history, 

shrouded in legends and folk tales. People who share these joking 

relationships have accepted it as a normal practice, and more concerned with 

the ability to enjoy the jokes, which they carry on with strong desire and 

enthusiasm, than their historical origins. Groups that share joking ties tease 

each other whenever and wherever they meet. The jokes occur naturally and 

2 1 J oking r elationsh ips i s t he s tandard a nthropological t erm b ut G hanaians use" play-mate 
relationship", as such I use the terms interchangeably in my dissertation. 
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spontaneously at any place and time: market place, pito bars, funerals, 

communal labour parties and other social occasions. Groups that have joking 

relation have mutual understanding as playmates and are able to joke and 

tease each other without either of them taking undue umbrage. The moment 

one party identifies the other as a joking-partner, even if it is their fist time of 

meeting, it gives them a feeling of brother-hood or sister-hood, and they can 

immediately begin to fraternise through their jokes. Age, sex, and social, 

economic and political status do not exclude any member from sharing and 

enjoying the cordial existing relational bond among members of the group. 

However, because such jokes can sometimes become ugly or assume 

extreme forms, people who are less tolerant sometimes abstain from active 

participation in the jokes. The jokes help nurture cordial relationships between 

ethnic groups and helped to diffuse tensions in potentially dangerous and 

volatile situations. In addition, the jokes help lower initial communication 

barriers and establish a measure of trust and belonging, and this as I will 

illustrate was helpful to me in collecting data, especially from women with 

whom I share a playmate relation. 

Within Bulsa society, joking relations occur between wives and their 

husbands' brothers, sisters and friends. In my case, I share these joking 

relationships with the wives of my age mates, my brothers and uncles. Joking 

relations are emphasised with women who come from settlements that my 

village traditionally shares joke with, and who are now married people in my 

village. 

The implications of these joking relationships had a twofold impact on 

my research. At one level when I was serious about my interviews or tried to 

stress a point with people or informants with whom I shared these joking 

relations, they would not take my questions or inquiries seriously. Rather, 

they would treat my questions as part of the practical jokes we share and this 

usually meant taking more time than I planned for an interview. While this was 

frustrating and time consuming, it was useful in that it helped to diffuse 

tensions and create a relaxed environment and rapport and this helped to 
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break down resistance to interviews. The problems of a male Bulsa 

interviewing women, especially those whom I have not met before was never 

a barrier with women with whom I shared joking relationship. In a number of 

cases, the jokes created an ideal scenario for me to understand social 

interactions between husbands and wives on land use matters. It is 

appropriate to give a brief scenario to illustrate the impact of joking relations 

in my data collection. 

The scenario that I present here is one of the joking relationsl had with 

a woman, Agalie. She is one of the wives of Ayomoah, a member of my 

lineage. Agalie originally comes from a village with which my village 

traditionally shares joking relations. Whenever we met, we engaged in all 

kinds of jokes and arguments. We would argue as to whose village is better. 

Agalie calls me her husband because her true husband (Ayomoah) is from 

my lineage. Agalie like most people in the village calls me by my local name 

(Anyebadek). As I was on my usual rounds in the village to locate informants 

for interviews, I encountered Agalie and this scene followed: 

Anyebadek: My wife, good day. 

Agalie: Fine day my lazy husband; you are just such a lazy 
husband. When everyone is working in the fields, you walk 
around aimlessly. I have to look for a belter husband who 
knows how to farm to take care of me. At least I need to 
look for a man who can stay on the farm and not a man 
wandering around when everyone is on the fami. When 
everyone is working, you are just roaming from house to 
house and doing nothing. 

Anyebadek: That is rubbish; if I dont know how to farm, who then 
taught you how to farm? I am going round to make sure 
that lazy wives like you do the right thing. 

Agalie: Sei'! When you can't farm yourself, how can you teach 
me? You wont say that I have come to save your people 
and village by teaching you to farm better. If you can farm, 
why are you wandering about like a male dog on heat? 

Ayomoah: (interrupt): You, Agalie, and me who taught the other? 
When you came here, you knew next to nothing about 
farming and now you doni even feel shy to say you came 
to teach us. Between your village and this village, which 
one has the best farmers? Have you forgotten that every 
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year your village experiences a shortage of food because 
your people are lazy and doni even know the right time to 
sow or weed 

The dialogue continued, this time more between Ayomoah and Agalie, and 

his other wives who joined in the discussion. Both husband and wives took 

turns to argue what they thought was the best way to farm, or whose village 

practised better farming methods or was generally better off in terms of food 

supply throughout the year. In the process, each tried to elaborate on the 

farming techniques s he/he k new. A s t he d ebate p rogressed, Ayomoah and 

his wives took over, I became a passive participant, doing more listening and 

occasionally chipping in with a question or more jokes where and when I 

needed to understand a point made by one of the parties. Arguments such 

the one illustrated above may sometime draw other farmers working nearby 

or people passing by into the discussion or debate. In most cases, the debate 

or arguments were men versus women. 

Explanation of the dialogue: 

The scene presented above has a number of implications for my study. 

The jokes started between Agalie and I, and finally her husband, her co-wives 

and other farmers nearby brought out the different types of land use practices 

between the wives' and their husband's village (my research area). I also 

leamt first hand the different forms of knowledge systems held by both sexes. 

Although in scene of this type there were more jokes and little seriousness 

from each party, it was easy to decipher some real issues and to probe these 

later in interviews. Sometimes, issues that informants would not talk about in 

planned interviews would be brought up during these jokes. Women, who are 

often less outspoken during group interviews when men are present, are quite 

articulate and take active part in debates where joking relationships are 

involved. 
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4.6. PHOTOGRAPHS, SKETCHES AND PLANS 

I made one detailed map of farms' locations in relation to compounds 

and crop distribution, using the compass, 100-meter tape and poles. This 

map gives accurate and detailed information on features such as farmlands 

and crops on them, grazing grounds, sacred groves and fallow fields. I carried 

out the detailed land use map exercise with the assistance of Ben 

Kenkpenyeng (PhD. student at the University of Syracuse and director of the 

Bolgatanga museum) and Elvis Aboalo a technician from the Museum. 

Dominic Akangaakum, Moses Awarikaro and five elders from the village also 

assisted. In addition, the elders whose compounds fall within the mapping 

zone assisted in providing information on the type of land use activities on the 

various fields I mapped out. We did not only successfully map out the land 

use zones but were also able to plot the various crops grown on each piece of 

field. Although it was worth doing the detailed mapping exercise because it 

gave a clear pictorial representation of Bulsa land use, it was extremely 

expensive. I had to give financial remuneration to all the personnel who 

assisted in the mapping in addition to the cost for renting the tapes, poles and 

compasses. Besides, I had to select compounds within my lineage for the 

mapping because it is inappropriate to walk around fields that belong to 

people who do not share close kinship ties with me. Walking around someone 

field implied, you want to transfer his/her crops' yields to yours, and this put a 

limit on the number of compound I could cover in the mapping this mapping 

exercise. 

In addition to the maps and sketches of fields, I took photographs of 

the landscape, plants, crops, sacred grooves and other various land use 

activities that relate to my research. 

4.7. ARCHIVAL AND LIBRARY SOURCES 

Documentary sources from libraries, archives and private collections in 

both published and unpublished forms, though a lot were out of date, 

provided useful information on various aspects of my study. The archives at 
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Tamale and Accra, though in poor condition, house a number of valuable 

materials and reports, especially on the colonial agricultural policies in then 

'Northern Territories' under which my study area falls. Some of these colonial 

reports gave a vivid description of some of the major land use and agricultural 

systems of the region at the time (Lynn's (1937). Information from these 

sources was useful in many ways and actually helped me to reframe some of 

my questions regarding land use changes. Lynn's (1937) works "Agriculture in 

North Mamprusi", which included my study area, provided an in-depth 

account of traditional agricultural practice at the time. Another major area 

where documentary and archival sources provided interesting and useful 

information was cultural and religious practices, which the British colonial 

administrators documented in many of their reports at the Tamale archives. 

The libraries at the University of Ghana, including the Institute of 

African Studies and the Department of Geography and Resources 

Development, were particularly useful in providing background information on 

the research area. I obtained a lot of useful and detailed information on many 

aspects of the physical geography of the study region from these libraries. 

Government and non-government departments and ministries 

including the Ministry of Lands, the Centre for National Culture, the Ministry of 

Food and Agriculture, the Statistical Service and the Environmental Protection 

Agency made available to me relevant documents on the demographic and 

environmental information on the study area, though much of it was outdated. 

In particular, the District Agricultural Department and the Presbyterian 

Agricultural Station gave me access to some of their annual reports. These 

reports and documentary sources provided information that would otherwise 

have been difficult to obtain. 

4.8. FIELD ANALYSES AND THE WRITING STAGE 

Under this heading, I will briefly discuss the types of field analyses that 

I employed in my research. These are the daily, weekly and monthly analyses 

and write-ups at the end of the field period. As already mentioned earlier in 
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the chapter, most of my data gathering techniques consisted of conversations 

and unstructured interviews as well as observations of social scenes such as 

the market place, bars, festivals and other village meetings. Although, I 

usually carried a notebook to record whatever conversations I had with 

people, in some cases, it was often either culturally inappropriate or not 

feasible to immediately record information. Consequently, I had to commit a 

lot to memory, and at the end of each research day, I wrote down all what I 

remembered from these conservations in my notebook. 

The next step was to try to find the connection between the various 

pieces of information for the day, as well as the link between the day's 

information and that of the previous days. The daily analyses allowed me to 

build a mental picture of events and equipped me with issues I needed to 

crosscheck, verify or follow up. The field analysis also assisted me to develop 

and reframe my research topics for subsequent days, what Vries (1990) 

describes as "recollecting the day's text". 

Weekly and monthly analyses allowed me to go over all the daily write-

ups and to identify patterns and ambiguities, and to deal with problems arising 

out of the week's data. The summary of the weekly and monthly field 

analyses became the reports sent to my supervisor at the University of 

Calgary. These together with feedback from my supervisor, helped me to 

determine the next direction of the research, and to rethink the data, as well 

as to compare and contextualize patterns within the data. 

The final or end of fieldwork analyses began with my return to Calgary 

after almost fourteen months of fieldwork. Finally, I put together various 

pieces of information from my daily and monthly report as a short report on 

my investigation to the Bulsa District Assembly. Further literature reviews also 

followed during this stage of the analyses. 

Before I started the analysis of the data, I searched for ways to reduce 

my data to a manageable size. Among all the techniques I came across, the 

one that appeared most appropriate and also seemed quite simple and user 

friendly from my estimation was NUDIST (Non-Numerical, Unstructured Data 
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Indexing System and Theorising) (Richard and Richard 1994). However, in 

the process of using this technique, I realised that it was not as simple as I 

had originally thought. After running into many problems, I abandoned it and 

resorted to an unorthodox way of coding and indexing. With this unorthodox 

method, I regrouped my data according to topics based on themes with notes 

to show the linkages between the topics and themes. I further divided the 

topics and themes into subgroups with notes attached to each sub-section to 

indicate their relationships to the main topics and other sub-topics. This 

method, although cumbersome in terms of the time and energy that went into 

its preparation, was less confusing. Especially, at the initial stages, to access 

a particular piece of information within the database takes time. However, this 

problem was minimised as I became more familiar with the location of the 

various topics and themes. 

4.9. PROBLEMS ENCOUNTERED. 

Although I organised a number of community meetings to explain my 

research and to give assurance that the information I would collect was for my 

research, some male elders, especially outside my clan remained sceptical 

about my study. They feared that I might pass valuable information to my own 

clan, which could be used in future land claim disputes, which are quite 

common. 

Elders hold the view that they must not discuss information on some 

social, cultural and spiritual aspects of land such as land spirits and rituals 

connected with the land gods in public and without good cause. Elders 

claimed that if there is a need to discuss such issues, members held such 

discussions behind closed doors. Elders expected me as a Bulsa to be 

familiar with these protocols and found it difficult to understand why I should 

be asking certain questions on issues that members discussed only on a 

situational basis. As a result, they thought that I was naïve or my Western 

training had stripped me of my Bulsa mind. Other elders thought I had 

answers to the questions I asked and was trying to tease them or play with 
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their minds. If a foreigner or non-Bulsa asked for similar information, 

informants would laugh at his/her ignorance but in the end they would 

answer. From experiences working in collaboration with other foreign student 

researchers (Charles Mather and Nick Gabrilopoulos) in 1994 and 1997, I 

realised that there were questions I dare not ask in public because people 

would simply become angry and would be suspicious that I had bad or evil 

intentions. 

Related to the above problem is what Roger Blench (1997:26) 

described as the "bundle of mirrors". Presence of a number of NGOs and 

government agencies involved in resource conservation and other 

development projects have made farmers, especially the youth to view land 

conservation in terms of whatever they have learned from these 

organisations. This is a problem because informants tend to provide ideal 

answers or exaggerate local resource problems, hoping that will attract 

development to their localities. Sometimes answers to questions are in 

startling contradiction to observed land use practices, socio-cultural behaviour 

and attitudes, thus creating an enormous gap between what Bulsa farmers 

say on traditional land use practice and what they actually do. 

Another daunting task was conducting interviews with simple 

individuals. It was extremely difficult to conduct an interview with an individual 

without interference from other family members or relatives who would often 

stay around out of curiosity. In some cases, an interviewee would openly 

request that other family members be present before the interview started. 

This was particularly common with women who requested the presence of 

their husbands during interviews. Crouch (1984:10) notes, "with every face to 

face interview, there are often faceless individuals". These faceless 

individuals forced themselves to become part of the individual responses and 

influence answers the researcher gets from the target interviewee. Although 

this was a common problem, it also had a very positive effect on the research. 

In s uch c ases w here in t he p rocess of i nterviewing a n i ndividual I and u ser 
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curiosity drew other land users into the discussion, there was a dynamic 

group interaction in which people would express diverse opinions. 

As indicated, in the case of individual interviews with women, it was 

difficult to interview them without their husbands or other male household 

members joining in out of curiosity or at the request of the female interviewee. 

Well into the fieldwork, this problem was minimised as women got used to my 

presence and my requests to talk to them alone. However, it was not 

something that I could completely overcome. In Fumbesi, where I was more 

of a stranger, this problem was more pronounced. Eventually, I had to use a 

female district agricultural extension worker to interview women who I had 

identified as key informants but anticipated I would have problems 

interviewing myself. In the end, this arrangement worked well. 

There was also the problem of remuneration for informants. My brother 

advised me that, as a matter of custom I should give token gifts to some 

informants, especially on visits to land custodians, chiefs and key informants. 

After exploring the socio-cultural ramifications of compensation, I agreed to 

this advice. These gifts or compensations were not payment to informants but 

rather were in line with Bulsa cultural protocol. Most of the gifts were in the 

form of colanuts (Co/a nitida or Co/a accuminata), drinks and pieces of 

tobacco, depending on the personality of the informant. In a few cases, I 

reasonably compensated informants such as specialists, especially in 

situations where I had taken informants away from their work (e.g. weeding 

on their farm) for longer period to explain issues. For example, farmers who 

accompanied me to collect soil samples received reasonable compensation 

for their time. 

The last problem relates to language and translation. First, there was a 

constant struggle of trying to find the appropriate English translation for Bulsa 

words, terms and phrases and wee versa. In a number of cases, where the 

English translation of a Bulsa idea or term makes sense in English, it means 

little to a Bulsa reader or conveys a slightly different meaning when I translate 

it back into Buli. If I were non-Bulsa, this might not appear to be a problem as 
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long as the translation makes sense in the English language and to my 

Western readers. However, I have to pay attention to my Bulsa readers as 

well, because failure to do so would cause any Bulsa who reads my 

dissertation to wonder and doubt of my being a Bulsa, and might simply 

confirm their suspicion that Western training has turned my mind upside 

down. To overcome this problem, I provided glossary of Buli terms 

accompanied by a detailed explanation, in order to do justice to the message 

I want to convey. Krôeger's (1992) Buli-English dictionary was useful for the 

translation of technical terms and words. I have also resorted to footnotes to 

explain unfamiliar terms. 

In addition, as this is an interdisciplinary study, I have to deal with 

meaning of terms from different fields. For instance, words and terms with 

specific meanings in particular disciplines also have common meanings, and 

these meanings are not necessarily consistent. On occasions, I have had to 

resort to footnotes to explain such terms as well. 

4.10. SUMMARY 

I began the chapter with my personal background and position as a 

Bulsa doing research in Bulsa society, among my own people and the 

implications it carries. I then discussed how my background including my life 

experiences form the foundation of the research process and ultimately the 

research outcome. This helps to clarify and expose my own biases and 

interests, to allow my readers the chance to evaluate my work. I then 

discussed the various data gathering techniques, and the various social 

undertones that influenced the research journey. Reflecting over the entire 

research process, fieldwork experiences and problems, I conclude that 

research is a process of negotiation and compromise tempered by in-built 

biases. 
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CHAPTER 5: BULSA SOCIO-CULTURAL 
INSTITUTIONS 

5.1. INTRODUCTION 

External policy agents have often underestimated the role of socio-

cultural institutions, particularly kinship, in resource management 

interventions and development in Africa (Hyden 1983)2 2. In a critique and 

contribution to the debate on agricultural development, Hyden attributes the 

failure of most agricultural programs in African to agents of development 

intervention in neglecting the role of kinship values in agricultural 

development programs. The role of Bulsa socio-cultural institutions, 

particularly their kinship and woridviews in the use and management of their 

land will be the focus of this chapter. The goal is not to provide a detailed 

sociological analysis of Bulsa traditional socio-cultural institutions and kinship. 

Rather, it is to introduce these as a framework for later discussions on the 

role of Bulsa socio-cultural institutions in land use management. This chapter 

has three main objectives, which are to: 

1. Sketch out the characteristics of critical elements of Bulsa kinship, religion 
and politics, and to explain how they are expressed in the context under 
which I carried out my research. 

2. Explore the influence of both the colonial and post-colonial state on Bulsa 
indigenous institutions and knowledge systems. Emphasis will be on the 
influence of Western culture (formal education, Christianity) and other 
interacting factors on Bulsa social structure. 

3. Elucidate how kinship helps to shape and define the biophysical and 
social landscape or environment, and to explain the interplay between 
kinship and other socio-cultural institutions in Bulsa land use and 
conservation regimes. 

Hyden is an American anthropologist and has written and published extensively on 
development, and especially on the role of social structure in agricultural development. 



125 

5.2. KINSHIP AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

Cardinal to Bulsa socio-cultural, economic, political and religious lives 

is kinship ties. As I explain later, kinship ties helps to determine the individual 

position and status in the community and his/her access to use of resources. I 

use Fortes' (1945) terminology from his monumental work on the Tallensi, a 

group culturally similar to the Bulsa, to describe Bulsa social structure and 

kinship. Forte (1945:10) defines a lineage and clan among the Tallensi 

principally in terms of the vertical depth and horizontal distance between 

members of the descent group. He (ibid.) defines Tale lineages as descent 

groups that are shallow in depth in which the links between all members are 

known and easily traceable, while clans as those with greater depth, with links 

between members less well-known or ambiguously traceable to mythical or 

remote putative ancestors. Fortes sees Tale lineages and clans in terms of 

their composition (who belongs to them) and the functions they perform. In his 

work "Web of kinship of among the Tallensi" he describes the various kinship 

network and social relations in Tallensi society. He noted that kinship ties is 

established i n Tale s ociety t hrough c onsanguinity ( blood t ies), a ffinity ( links 

through marriage) and other fictive ties through social, economic and political 

ties including geographical proximity, this is the same in Bulsa society. 

As with the Tallensi, the Bulsa use both vertical depth and horizontal 

distance to describe their kinship ties, paying close attention to descent 

through consanguinity and affinity. However, the different scales the Bulsa 

use for their kinship terms (the family, lineage and clan) make the meaning of 

such terms contextual and user related. As Leach 1958:143) noted, "kinship 

terms are category words" consisting of several components of meanings 

some of which can be altered to operate various extensions. Bloch (1971:1) 

went further to state that kinship terms are only referent and that "no honest 

ethnographer is ever really satisfied that he has produced an accurate list of 

all the type of people who can be described by all the kinship terms in any 

society". Consequently, I use Fortes' or the anthropological kinship terms with 

modifications to take into account the Bulsa's' own description and perception 
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of their kinship ties. As Fortes (1949:10) himself admitted and cautioned "the 

Tallensi themselves have no direct equivalents for such anthropological terms 

such as lineage and clan", and this is the same with the Bulsa. Besides, the 

Bulsa express many aspects of their kinship ties and kinship terminologies in 

symbolic terms. As such, to rely solely on anthropological kinship terms to 

discuss Bulsa kinship can obscure some of the principles that govern their 

kinship relations. 

Despite my initial scepticism and caution about using Fortes' kinship 

terms, in practice I often find myself unconsciously turning to his analytical 

framework or concepts. As noted earlier, I use Fortes' framework to 

reorganise Bulsa folk models into formal structures that are understandable to 

my readers. When I use local kinship terms I provide the literal English 

translations. 

5.2.1. Bulsa social structure and kinship 
Bulsa kinship structure is a hierarchical series of segments, each segment 

identified by reference to a common founding male ancestor (Figures 5.1 and 

5.2). Kinship ties start at the family or compound, followed by the lineage, 

clan and village levels in ascending order. The genealogical2 3 senior heads 

each of these segments (compound, family, lineage and clan). The aspiration 

of every male member in Bulsa society is to head his segment or unit 

because of the prestige and social power that goes with such positions. 

Although segments are independent of each other to some degree, they act 

as corporate units in many contexts, especially in socio-religious, economic 

and political matters. 

A d ominant p rinciple i n B ulsa s ocial o rganisation i s a gnatic d escent, 

which forms the basis for kinship ties, socio-economic and political co

operation. Patrilineality d etermines the mode of i nheritance of p roperty a nd 

Chronological and genealogical ages are critical elements in Bulsa society, and determine 
person's influence and social position in the society. Although, biological age is important and 
associated with wisdom, the Bulsa put more emphasis on genealogical seniority or age 
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succession to office; who leads the group at sacrifices and access to and 

control over resources including land. Bulsa kinship helps to prescribe the 

statuses, roles, duties and obligations of members. Every Bulsa is a member 

of his or her father's lineage and ultimately a member of the clan to which that 

lineage belongs. As Schott (1988:105) notes, in Bulsa society both the living 

and the dead, including all children yet to be bom, belong to the social 

community. He notes that kinship ties and the society's systems of thought in 

whole and part determine individual relationships to other living members and 

the ancestors. 

5.2.2. Marriage, family and kin groupings 

Although the family is the main concern in this section, it is important 

that I start the discussion with marriage, the social institution through which a 

Bulsa family is established and maintained. In Bulsa society, marriage is a 

union between two exogamous clans or settlements rather than between two 

individuals (a husband and wife). Descent groups establish mutual socio-

cultural and economic ties through marriage. For example, the man is 

obligated to provide labour and other services to his father in-law. Bulsa 

marriage creates social and economic ties between groups, sometimes 

playing a useful role in the diffusion of land use and other practices. 

Reproduction of offspring embodies one of cardinal values of the 

society, and the Bulsa regard childlessness as a threat to the economic 

foundation and the total well-being of their society. Marriage is an essential 

obligation that every Bulsa man or woman expects to fulfil in his or her 

lifetime, since it is largely through it that Bulsa society ensures the continuity 

of the family and other kinship ties. Marriage is valued for a number of 

reasons, but I will limit my discussion to those aspects that have direct and 

indirect implications for resource management and knowledge acquisition. 

because inheritance, and succession to religious and political offices or are based on one's 
genealogical rather than chronological age. 



128 

Marriage confers responsibility on partners and this requires both the man 

and the woman to go through training before they marry. 

The individuals go through ceremonies and lessons to prepare them 

for marriage and adult life. Bulsa society has no elaborate formal initiation 

ceremonies for boys. Around the ages of twelve to fifteen, senior members 

will start preparing boys and girls in their families for adulthood by giving them 

informal lessons on many aspects of adult life including rules of land use and 

other social values. Elders and adult family members encourage and advise 

young boys and girls to socialise and spend more time with adults and to 

participate in activities reserved for adults, and constantly reminding them of 

their new status and the obligations and rules that go with it. 

In the past, genital mutilation marked the transition of girls to adulthood 

(ages of 12 to 15). My aim here is not to discuss the pros and cons of the 

practice, but rather to elucidate those aspects that relate to my discussion. 

Although the government has outlawed the practice, and both young male 

and female informants condemn it, some families still secretly carry out the 

practice. As already indicated, it is beyond my scope to delve into the pros 

and cons of clitoridectomy, but it is important to mention that Bulsa notions of 

marriage and procreation revolve around the preservation of virginity until 

marriage. In the past, the Bulsa believed that sex before excision polluted the 

individuals and the gods. Girls could not be married until they had gone 

through the ritual. In a patrilineal society where descent is through the father 

and determines one's identity and status within the group, a child bom out of 

marriage creates problems. As such, elders still see sex before excision and 

marriage as a serious matter. Elderly informants complained that the banning 

of the practice has contributed to the increase in the number of children bom 

outside marriage. A male elder pointed out that every child deserves a mother 

and father but that Bulsa consider children bom outside marriage as 

fatherless, and they are unlikely, especially if they are boys to get the proper 

training or education. 
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Gyekye (1998) and Nukunya (1988,1975a) note that the family is the 

fundamental social institution in African traditional society, and the most 

enduring form of any social grouping. The family is the first and basic social 

institution when discussing Bulsa society. It is the institution from which other 

ties of kinship radiate and a main source inculcating moral and social values 

into members. Two key terms that feature prominently in the discussion of 

family and kinship in Bulsa society are the compound (yen) and room (dok). 

These two terms conjure various scales of meaning in Bulsa society. 

My aim here is neither to describe the physical layout nor the structure 

of Bulsa compound. My task is to elucidate the features of the compound as a 

social unit or entity in order to provide a framework for my discussion of Bulsa 

kinship and social structure. Yen' in its physical form is a circular mud 

structure (Figure 5.3) that houses a number of households whose members 

share varied forms of kinship ties. Besides being a physical structure that 

serves as the residence for a kin group, the Bulsa use yen' as a metaphor to 

describe kinship ties and relations at various scales. For instance, a person 

who has moved or hived out of his ancestral or father's compound often refer 

to other members who still reside there as ta yeri-dem literally meaning my 

compound or family people. Ta yen dem also implies people of the same 

lineage or clan depending on the user and context. When a lineage, clan 

elder or village elder uses the term, he implies members under his control. A 

father uses the term to include his sons and their families who live in their 

own physically separate compounds. This metaphoric use of the compound 

has a number of implications for land ownership and distribution. For 

instance, a son who hives off from his father's compound may continue to 

own farmland near his father's or the ancestral compound (guuta-talinta, 

which means ancestral compound farm), and regard members of his father's 

compound as part of his family. 

Another important Bulsa kinship term is dok-dem which means "room 

or courtyard people" or members. Like ta yeri-dem, the Bulsa extend dok-dem 

metaphorically in different contexts to describe various scales of their kinship 



130 

ties (immediate and distant families, lineage, clan or even an entire 

settlement). Like yeri-dem, depending on the user and context, the Bulsa use 

dok-dem when they talk about yen, household, lineage, clan, or even an 

entire village. A compound head will talk of his dok-dem to mean all members 

who reside in the different courtyards in the compound under his control. 

When used by an elder it may also include other relatives who reside in their 

own compound (or are temporarily away in the cities) 

Bulsa "family" thus refers to a larger number of people related by 

consanguinity, marriage and other social ties including a host of people from 

outside the immediate nexus of procreation (grandparents, aunts, uncles). For 

instance, a compound head (yeri-nyono, yie-nyam pi.) will say mi dok-dema, 

which literally means my room or courtyard members, but also implies all 

family members within the compound under his control. When the head or an 

elder of a lineage, clan or village uses the term, he implies all members from 

the a ggregate o f r elated p atrilineal c ompounds u nder h is c ontrol. F rom t he 

varied contexts and levels of usage the Bulsa attach to the term dok-dem, I 

came out with three main categories to describe their kinship ties. 

1 ) At the lower or primary level, a household's (courtyard) head uses the 
term to talk of his family in terms of his wife or wives, children and 
sometimes his unmarried young relatives (brothers and sisters) who live 
and work with him. This is what the Bulsa will call dok-po dok-dem, 
which literally means "inside room people". The dok-po dok-dem is the 
primary unit of production and consumption. 

2) At the Intermediary or compound level, the head of the compound or 
an elder uses the term to mean all members who live in the compound 
regardless of the kinship ties he shares with members. At this level, the 
head of the compound extends the term to include all other relatives 
temporarily away from home (relatives who reside in the cities and 
married daughters who live in their husbands' villages). For instance, if 
the head of the compound has adult sons, junior brothers and uncles 
who live in their own separate compounds, he still counts them as part 
of his dok-dem. 

3) At an upper level, Bulsa elders use dok-dem in a similar manner 
except that they use it to describe the wider social and kinship ties of the 
larger group: lineage, clan or village. At this level, Bulsa elders extend 
the term metaphorically to include not only all those individuals living 
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now, but also those that have come before those now living. Elders, the 
custodians of major ancestral shrines, consider the ancestors as part of 
their families. This usage of the term is only common with heads and 
elders of lineages, clans, chiefs and land custodians. Like the 
intermediary level, people who have migrated to cities or sons who have 
hived off to establish their own compounds are included. Members 
temporarily residing in city and those who live in their own separate 
compounds still find their real homes and families in their original patri-
lineages and clans, and as such retain rights of membership. 

At this third or upper level, the Bulsa also use the term kwobiisa (kwo means 

father; and biisa, children; which literally means father's children) to describe 

kinship ties they share with other groups at the village level (lineages and 

clans). When members of two or more compounds trace their origin to one 

known distant male ancestor within the kinship structure, the Bulsa use the 

term kwobiik to describe the patrilineal relationships between the compound 

segments. Depending on the relative distance between the groups that make 

the village, the Bulsa use the terms diasa, which literally means male but it 

stands for remote or distant, and kpiengsa or mima, which means female but 

is used in this context to mean near or close, to describe their kinship ties at 

the village level. 

When the relative distance is quite remote and all that people 

remember w ithout d etails i s t hat two o r m ore c ompounds belong t o d istant 

founding male ancestors, members within such compounds consider 

themselves, as kwobiik-diasa. On the other hand, if relative distance between 

the compounds is recent, and it is easy for people to remember, describe or 

trace the exact relationship, then members consider themselves as kwobiik-

niima. The kwobiik diasa and kwobiik-niima correspond roughly to what 

Fortes (1945) in his work among the Tallensi call the clan and lineage 

respectively (Table 5.1). Within the kwobiik niima, a further distinction can be 

made between dok-po kwobiik niima and peelim kwobiik niima (dok-po and 

peelim means inside and outside respectively), and these terms corresponds 

to Fortes' inner and nuclear lineages. 

An elderly male informant pointed out that people who consider 

themselves kwobiik-niima form corporate units, and observe and s hare the 



132 

same rituals and taboos, and co-operate closely all spheres of their socio-

cultural economic and political lives. In all serious sacrifices, rituals and 

funerals, representatives from all the kwobiisa niima must be present before 

elders can take any serious decisions on matters that affect the group. 

I must note that these social categories are not fixed; they continue to 

shift with the expansion of the group. Groups that consider themselves as 

kwobbik niima or lineages with time expand or grow into kwobiik diasa or 

clans. Thus, there is a continuously changing relationship within the various 

segments or descent groups of Bulsa society. The Bulsa cherish unity and 

corporation and this strong bond of unity is manifested in the compact 

settlement pattern of compounds. Groups that share close kinship ties locate 

their compounds near each other. 

Another important kinship term the Bulsa use in the discussion of 

kinship ties is ma-biik (mother's child). Like the term kwobiik, ma-biik has 

multiple meanings. In a narrow sense, it means maternal relatives or children 

of the same mother. Yet at another level, the term implies people of the same 

ethnic or kin group. When Bulsa meet outside Bulsa territory (in the cities or 

faraway from home) they use the term to identify themselves from other group 

and to show that they belong to the same ethnic group. The Bulsa use of ma-

biik suggests that although the Bulsa are patrilineal, individuals nevertheless 

recognise the mother as a starting point of kinship relations and networks. 

For Bulsa society, dispersal neither disrupts kinship ties nor deprives 

members of lineage rights and status. Although married women move out to 

live in their husbands' villages, they remain attached to their paternal homes. 

In terms of economic co-operation, they belong to their husbands' groups. 

However, when it comes to inheritance and ritual observances, their 

husbands' groups consider them as strangers. This ambiguous position 

makes women remain loosely and weakly attached to their husbands' descent 

groups and barely participate in rituals reserved for members of their 

husbands' descent groups. Generally, women maintain loose or weak 

attachment to their husbands' descent group because they can divorce and 
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go back to their paternal homes or remarry. Not surprisingly, elderly women 

informants suggested that women belong to both their paternal and 

husbands' families in different ways. 

5.2.3. Social structure and change 

My observations revealed that rural-urban migration of young boys and 

girls to the cities to seek jobs or pursue educational opportunities contributes 

to reduce family heads and elders' control over their members. In addition, 

young educated and Christian Bulsa tend to look down upon many aspects of 

traditional and family practices including puberty rites and other initiation 

ceremonies, which they view as backward practices. The migration of boys 

and girls to the cities before adulthood means that adult family members find 

it difficult to impart Bulsa social values and moral lessons in the youth. Even 

in cases where these boys and girls go to stay with family members or 

relatives in the cities, the hardship of city life makes it difficult for relatives, 

especially those in low-income brackets to excise supervision over these boys 

and girls. 

Despite these various social changes occurring in Bulsa society, most 

elders s uggested t hat B ulsa s ocial s tructure a nd i ts a ssociated k inship t ies 

and networks are quite cohesive, and continue to serve and to give 

individuals their identity as members of social units. The various social 

networks and kinship ties continue to provide the individual Bulsa sources of 

personal achievement and fulfilment, and the standard for both daily living 

and personal relationships. The interdependence of individuals within the 

Bulsa family network whether at the scale of the household, compound, 

lineage or clan, helps to maintain traditional practices and values, and keeps 

members together through the mutual obligations they owe to each other. 

Both Gyekye (1998) and Nukunya (1988, 1975a, 1969a) note that values 

such as solidarity, mutual dependency, and concern for the wellbeing of the 

individual, community, and the natural and spiritual environment find the 

highest and most spontaneous expression in the family 
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5.3. INDIVIDUAL AND COMMUNAL VALUES 

The Bulsa place a great deal of stress on communal values. 

Communal values prescribe the type of social relations, responsibilities and 

attitudes among members of the community. This sense of communalism 

ensures that interdependence and co-operation, solidarity and mutual 

helpfulness remain important values for the society. Elders use a number of 

Bulsa stories and proverbs to teach young boys and girls about the need for 

co-operation, mutual helpfulness and interdependence. I will give a few Bulsa 

maxims to illustrate the importance of interdependence and co-operation: 

Wuri ayin di kan jok kui ya, di nying la bang ka choikbiik. 

The monitor does lack a hoe because the lizard is a 
blacksmith. 

V7s/sa se ye a va chab aying ka jaab adán lo ka-nyi niina-po, 
nkanla pomsi te ka. 
Two antelopes walk together because one has to take the 
mote from the other's eye. 
Nandub yeng kan tiak bogta. 
A person cannot use one finger to eat okra soup. 

These maxims underscore the importance the Bulsa attach to co-operation, 

solidarity, and interdependence and the social arrangements that give moral 

values to the community. The individual finds a high degree of security in the 

family, lineage, clan and the village. Mutual interdependence and co

operation provide the basis for social and moral sanctions against the 

individual. The emphasis in Bulsa society towards interdependence helps to 

ensure t hat s anctions a gainst a nti-social a ctivities a nd m oral b ehaviour a re 

effective. For example, a Christian who may not believe in some of the rituals 

and restrictions that relate to traditional land use or management is under 

social pressure to conform to existing rules. The Bulsa belief is that an 

individual's wrong actions extend to his/her entire family, lineage, clan and 

ultimately the entire community, and this is a strong reminder to the individual 

Bulsa of his/her personal individual actions and the repercussions of such 

actions on the rest of the community. 
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Despite the emphasis on communality, the Bulsa also appreciate the 

individual values. The following Bulsa proverbs underscore the importance 

members attached to individual responsibility and values: 

Bungtori ayin bang akan de na-ngaribazung ati wuulum 
anying ni ka abungtorí zuk-wa. 
The lizard does not eat pepper for the frog to sweat (the 
individual is equally responsible for his own actions). 
A wai akan fooli gnati-tuela wa choa nuepo 
A person will not fan hot food that is in another person's 
mouth (a person should not be held responsible for another 
person's actions). 

Individuality and communality, although seemingly opposed to each 

other, co-exist. Individual social and moral development is partially dependent 

on the community. The interaction between individual social and moral 

development and that of the community is important for the overall success 

and well-being of the entire society. The balance between individuality and 

communality implies that the welfare of the individuals and the community as 

a whole is in the thought and action of every Bulsa. In addition, this balance 

between the common and the individual good plays a crucial role in local 

resource utilisation including land use management. For example, the fear of 

individual actions extending beyond him or her to the rest of the community 

serves to restrain the individuals from taking actions of which the community 

disapproves. However, cultural and social changes such as education, 

Christianity, urbanisation and other socio-economic transformations from the 

colonial to the post-colonial era have had a tremendous impact on the 

balance between communality and individuality. From my observations and 

personal experience, it is obvious that this balance is tilting or tipping in favour 

of individualism. Although elders appear in certain cases to suggest social 

values are still rigidly enforce, they also ambiguously complain of the breaking 

down of social ties because of education, Christianity, Islamisation, rural-

urban m igration and commercialisation of agriculture. This movement away 

from communalism to individualism brings with it the weakening of social and 

kinship ties. Bulsa society transmits most ritual practices and ecological 
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knowledge systems through the individual participation in communal 

activities, in which most members no longer fully patronised. 

To conclude my discussion, I will state that Bulsa kinship and kinship 

networks serve as regulative institutions or agencies of social controls, and 

help to define values, standards of behaviour and actions of the individuals 

within the community. Kinship ties creates among members certain rights and 

duties, and obligations to observe towards each other, and provide the 

mechanisms through which tendencies towards deviant behaviour are 

regulated and sanctioned. Bulsa kinship and the social obligations that go 

with it loom large in every aspect of Bulsa life; kinship defines the rules of 

seniority between individuals and help to determine social values and 

etiquette, which are also relevant to resource management. 

5.4. RELIGION AND COSMOLOGY 

African traditional societies make extensive use of ecological and 

social features (land, trees, hills, rivers) of their environment in their religion 

and cosmology (Gow 1996; Descolar 1996; Bûcher 1980; Colson 1977). They 

regard these features as living symbols and subsequently attribute a will to 

them (Swantz 1970:48). By attributing a will to some of these features and by 

personalising and personifying them, humans enter into a meaningful 

relationship with them, and provide fulfillment to members engaged in it, as 

well as giving them a sense and source of belonging to their universe. 

In Bulsa society, physical features such as the earth or land, trees, 

hills, rivers and skies, as well as other cultural features including shrines, land 

and graves are symbols that form the parameters of the Bulsa universe. 

Members view these symbols and the realities they attribute to them as 

principal factors in the drama of Bulsa life. The Bulsa differentiate between 

various entities within the universe: the living world and the world of the gods 

and the ancestors. These distinctions are by no means clear and conclusive; 

the Bulsa talk of the world of the spirits, which they associate with both the 

living and the underworld. I will devote the next section of the chapter to the 
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discussion of the composition and structure of and contradictions in the 

conceptualisation of the Bulsa universe. 

5.4.1. Background to Bulsa religious beliefs 

The belief system of the Bulsa like most of her neighbours centres on 

an extensive and complex spiritual world, and involves the veneration of 

countless deities or gods (Figure 5.4). It is not an exaggeration to say that 

Bulsa life is rooted in religious thought, which is interwoven into almost every 

aspect (social, cultural, economics and politics) of their life. For instance, 

religious ceremonies are performed at the beginning of every important event: 

land preparation, sowing, weeding, harvesting and hunting. At festivals, birth 

and death of a person, installation of persons to office (e.g. chiefs and land 

custodians) and when embarking upon a journey, the Bulsa perform religious 

ceremonies. 

In Bulsa society, there is a strong and pervasive belief in the existence 

of both bad a nd g ood m ystical forces i n their u niverse. T he prominence of 

practices such as divination, sorcery and magic is part of Bulsa attempts to 

understand the spiritual world, to explain causes of events, and to find out the 

wishes and expectations of the underworld (kpilung, which also means the 

world of the gods). Except for context, the Bulsa do not make a clear 

distinction between divination, sorcery and magic and sometimes lumped 

together as tiim-nyam, which means medicine people or custodians. The 

Bulsa believe that spiritual and mystical powers operate outside the physical 

world or realms, and this is a source of awe and wonder; offering Bulsa 

explanations for the unexplained. 

Bulsa religious life is both an individual and a community affair. There 

are no obligations on followers to spread the doctrines of their religion to 

outsiders through missionary work. Within each family, lineage, clan or 

village, the genealogically senior male (yeri-nyono) exercises ritual jurisdiction 

over religious ceremonies on behalf of the group (Kroger 1992). Fortes (1945) 

identified a similar pattern among theTallensi. The main features of Bulsa 

religious belief systems are as follows: 
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1. They believe in the existence of a supreme being who they call nawen (na 
from the word nab which means chief and wen m eans god or the sky, 
meaning chief god) and many lesser gods (ancestral, earth and rain gods 
and many other personal gods) with the power to protect, reward or 
punish those in the living world. The Bulsa believe that the lesser gods 
have the power to withhold or bestow upon the living the desirable things 
of life. Supernatural impersonal forces can afflict an individual or the group 
with punishment if a member of the community or the community as a 
group violate prescribed pattern of behaviour or conduct 

2. The Bulsa believe in the existence of spirits (both good and bad), and that 
by establishing relationship with these spirits, people can use them for 
both good and evil or anti-social purposes. They also believe in the 
antisocial and destructive powers of sorcerers, witchcraft and magicians 

In terms of definition, concept and practices, Bulsa religion fits into what 

Frazer (1890:222) described as "the propitiation or conciliation of powers 

superior to man which are believed to direct and control the course of nature 

and of human life" 

5.5. THE SUPREME BEING AND THE BULSA UNIVERSE 

As indicated earlier, the Bulsa believe in Nawen, a term they use for 

the Supreme Being. In Bulsa cosmology, Nawen is the creator of the universe 

and all that is in it (land, water, plants, animals and humans) as well as life 

and death. In daily life (social relationships, rituals and customs, economics 

and politics), the Bulsa make constant reference to Nawen, whom they 

believe is omnipresent, omniscient and omnipotent. 

The Bulsa conception of Nawen is sometimes difficult to grasp and in 

some cases ambiguous. They conceptualize and describe nawen in 

anthropomorphic ternis. Yet Nawen is both superhuman and has human 

attributes such as power, benevolence, wrath, and compassion, and is the 

guardian of moral order in the society. To the Bulsa, nature and Nawen are 

indistinguishable and form a sacred empirical and spiritual totality of their 

world. Belief in the protective powers of nawen, and the other lesser gods 2 4 

2 41 use lesser gods to describe intermediary deities and divinities including ancestral, land 
and rain gods. I sometimes use deities, divinities gods and shrines, and spirits 
interchangeably because Buli does not a clear distinction between these terms except by 
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including earth gods (iangbana, literally meaning earth-skin) and ancestral 

gods (kpilima or kwoba-wenna; kwoba means father and wenna means gods 

literally means fathers' gods) helps the Bulsa deal with anxiety, frustrations 

and ambitions. 

The Bulsa believe that as long as they observe and fulfill the customs 

and taboos of nawen, the ancestors, earth and rain gods, they are assured of 

blessing and protection from harm or misfortune. The Bulsa believe that 

Nawen and the lesser gods punish humans in several ways (famine or 

hunger, diseases or accidents and death) when they disobey their rules. In 

Bulsa cosmology, Nawen together with lesser gods closely observe the 

individual's daily life, and no offender of their rules can escape their 

punishment. A firm belief in Nawen, kpilima or kwoba-wenna, tangbana and 

other divinities as the controlling agents of life is cardinal to Bulsa cosmology 

and systems of thought. 

The Bulsa have no altars for Nawen, for they believe he is much too 

powerful to be worshipped directly by humans. To the Bulsa, Nawen is 

sacred, universal, and divine and is at the centre of everything in life. One 

male elder informant, a custodian of the ancestral gods in one of the clans in 

Sandema, r elated t he p owerful n ature o f n awen t o t hat o f human c hiefs i n 

Bulsa society and said 'one never goes to the chief without passing through 

the chiefs elders and linguists and spokesmen. In his view, the kpilima and 

tangbana and other lesser gods act as intermediaries between the living 

world (teng-zuk, translated literally it means on the head of the earth) and 

nawen who is associated with or believed to in-charge of the underworld or 

spiritual world (kpilung-teng, which means the land of the ancestors). 

Although, the Bulsa believe Nawen is close to humans, his actual 

place of dwelling remains a mystery to them. In daily conversation, they refer 

context. The Bulsa talk of both gods and shrines as boglukta, although they tend to use 
kpilima-boglukta or kwoba-wenna more often for ancestral gods and shrines. The term 
kpilima has no singular form since the world of the ancestors (kpilung) is countless. Bulsa will 
talk of kpilima-dok (the sacred room, which houses the family, lineage or clan ancestral gods 
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to Nawen as being in the sky, but when I probe further, informants will profess 

total ignorance about the actual dwelling place of Nawen. One male elder 

pointed out that: 

We know N awen i s a I iving b eing a nd w e are a ware o f h is 
existence. However, we do not know exactly where he is, 
whether in the sky or under the ground? At least all that we 
know is that he is everywhere and it is he who created the 
land and all that is in it including humans, and he continue to 
preside over the land and all that is in it. 

Other informants expressed the view that like the wind or air, Nawen is 

everywhere. The Bulsa worldview that Nawen is everywhere explains the 

perceptible lack of shrines and rituals specifically dedicated to him. Goody 

(1971:22) indicated that "the absence of High God shrines is quite usual and 

a major feature among the Volta Basin Groups", to which the Bulsa belong. 

Despite the absence of shrines for Nawen, the Bulsa begin any sacrifice to 

the lesser god and in the performance of other rituals, first with a prayer by 

calling on the name of Nawen to open the way for the activity. 

It appears that the Bulsa are not much concerned about creation 

stories and seem not to have many of them. The Bulsa are bom into a pre

existing world and it is normal for them to accept that only Nawen knows his 

own origins. A male elder pointed out that: 

We all came to meet the world as we see it. It will be a lie for 
anyone to claim any knowledge of how the earth came into 
being except Nawen himself. How can we know where and 
when the rocks, the rivers a nd trees came from? N o one 
was around to see the creation of the universe, except Nawen 
himself. 

Informants, who attempted to provide an explanation for the creation of the 

universe, ended up recounting biblical accounts, which I view as an 

interesting influence of Christianity or Islam. 

In the absence of creation stories, the Bulsa have many myths about 

the rift between Nawen and humans. For example, there is a Bulsa story that: 

or shrines, and ritual paraphernalia objects). There is Bulsa saying that "kpilung ten ka teng 
kpieng yaba te ti meena jo", meaning the land of the dead is a big market where we all go. 
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In the past, the sky was within arms-reach, and people could 
just reach out and cut pieces off it to prepare whatever food 
they wanted. There was an old woman and her dog who kept 
cutting the sky for food without due regards to the laid down 
rules. One day the sky became angry and pulled up the old 
woman and her dog along with it. 

This story reminds Bulsa of their duty to pay attention to customs and rules 

which they believe Nawen handed down to their ancestors, and which have 

been passed on to the present generation. Disobeying these rules can bring 

misfortunes to the society, as in the case of the old woman's disobedience. 

The story also reveals the Bulsa's spatial structuring of the universe on a 

vertical plane. The Bulsa's association of the sky with Nawen is also brought 

out in this story. One elder spoke of the ancestors as being in the sky, for at 

death, the humans shed their earthly qualities and limitations and assume 

divine qualities when they join Nawen in the sky from where they keep watch 

over their living relatives. 

As I e xplain I ater, t he s ky i s a Iso a ssociated w ith rain, I ightning and 

thunder. While rain evokes life and fertility in agriculture and nourishes the 

earth, lightning and thunder evoke fear. Unlike rain, which nourishes the 

earth, the Bulsa consider lighting and thunder as sources of death and 

destruction. 

5.6. THE LESSER GODS, DIVINITIES AND SPIRITS 

In Bulsa religious thought, Nawen receives prayers and sacrifices from 

the living through the countless lesser agents, divinities, spirits and gods. 

Prominent among these are the earth gods or shrines (tangbana-boglukta) 

and ancestral gods or shrines (kpilima-boglukta or kwoba-wenna) Others 

include the iron gods or shrines (chiok-boglukta), the rain gods or shrines 

(wen-boglukta), war gods or shrines (tugurik-boglukta) and medicine gods 

and deities. The Bulsa also believe that spiritual beings inhabit both natural 

and man-made objects such as trees, mountains, rocks, rivers or pots, and as 

such venerate such objects. The Bulsa believe that nawen, the kpilima and 

tangbana together with several other lesser gods react to inappropriate 
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human actions and behaviours, and are concerned with all productive and 

reproductive activities of the society. As already mentioned, the Bulsa will not 

approach any activity without first asking for spiritual assistance from their 

personal and family gods. Any failure to ask for assistance implies disrespect 

for the gods, and could result in failure of the activity and misfortune akin to 

which occur when rules or taboos are violated. 

For the purpose of this discussion, I will classify the numerous lesser 

gods and deities into two major overlapping categories: individual and 

community gods. 

5.7. PRIVATE LESSER GODS AND SHRINES 

The individual lesser gods include personal and private guardian gods 

and shrines, and medicine shrines and gods. This category also includes and 

divination gods or shrines individuals build for themselves when they 

encounter an extraordinary experience such as coming into contact with 

mating chameleons. In Bulsa society, there are certain experiences and 

encounters, which they consider extraordinary and any member of the society 

who encounters such experiences is required build a shrine in honour of 

his/her experience. In the course of the development cycle of the group and 

after the death of the primary owners, these personal private gods or shrines 

become family, lineage or clan, community or group gods. For example, every 

Bulsa (both men and women) has a personal or private destiny shrine or god 

(tuentueta wen, literally meaning saliva god) which he/she presides over 

during his/her lifetime. The tuentueta wen guides, protects and determines 

the individual destiny. After the death of the individual, his/her tuentueta-wen 

becomes an ancestral god or shrine and which is passed on with the death 

person's property to his/her oldest son who presides over it on behalf of his 

brothers and sisters. If the deceased has no living son, his/her tuentueta wen 

is passed on to the next senior member in the family, lineage or clan. For an 

individual tuentueta wen to become an ancestral god or shrine, that person 
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must have lived a productive, moral and virtuous life. Such a person m ust 

have also lived to old age, married and left behind children. 

5.8. COMMUNAL GODS AND SHRINES 

The second category comprises family, lineage and clan gods such as 

the kpilima boglukta, tangbana-boglukta, chiok-boglukta, and tugurik-

boglukta. Although in this section I will draw attention to other communal 

deities, I will focus more on the earth god because of its implications to my 

study. 

5.8.1. Earth gods and shrines 

Although I will have the opportunity to elaborate on the Bulsa concept 

of land in chapter six, it is important that I introduce how members of the 

society perceive their land, as a prelude to my discussions chapter six. The 

Bulsa consider the earth (teng) as an entity with which members of the 

society can have relationships. The Bulsa say the land descended from the 

sky and they ambiguously refer to the land gods as residing in the sky. 

The Bulsa express the importance of teng and for that matter 

tangbaina with the following maxim: 

There is no way you can escape teng. Every human being 
after death goes back to Nawen through the teng, which has 
to accept the dead person first. Our ancestor lived and used 
the teng before the present people and this will continue. 
Today the ancestors are under the teng and on the other side 
of Nawen. 

Commenting on the relationship between teng and Nawen, a male 

elder suggested that although Nawen is superior, it is teng that is most feared 

because it decides the fate of all humans at death. If a person breaks or 

transgresses any fundamental taboo (kisuk) of the land or act in manners that 

is not acceptable, without performing the required rites of atonement, he/she 

risks the rejection of the teng at death. When a person commits a crime 

against the teng, his or her relatives must perform the necessary rites of 

appeasement and payment of fines to the land gods as a prerequisite for 
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him/her joining the ancestors. It is a sacrilegious and dreaded fate for a Bulsa 

to be excluded from the ancestral world. Because of the anxiety of every 

Bulsa to join the ancestors, the society tries to maintain cordial and good 

relationship with the earth symbolised in the earth gods. As with the Tallensi 

(Fortes1945:175), the Bulsa recognise that just as the land is limitless in its 

surface area, so is its mythical power. Land assumes two fundamental axes 

of the Bulsa existence (life and death) and the Bulsa approach it with 

reverence and awe. Goody (1967:32) and Kirby 1986:57) identified similar 

pattern of beliefs and attitudes towards the land among other ethnic groups in 

Northern Ghana. 

The earth gods are the most feared and revered, next to the Nawen. 

The Bulsa approach the earth gods only through their representatives, the 

land custodians. The anger of the earth gods usually comes in the form of 

natural calamities such as famine, excessive rainfall, drought, death or 

general crop failures. In addition, a male elder suggested that the earth god is 

always slow to react but no culprit can escape its punishment. He related the 

patience of the earth god to that of the tanpoi (compound midden, every 

compound in Bulsa has a midden or rubbish-dump located a few meters away 

from the gate of the compound where members dump their waste). According 

to him, the earth god accepts everyone's mistakes as a father does with his 

children, but any member who commits an offence against it must pacify it, as 

it is risky to take advantage of the earth god. 

In each clan, village or town, there are land gods where the spirits of 

land and the ancestral spirits of present and past inhabitants reside. The land 

gods symbolise the spirit of the land and the covenant established between 

the first settlers to the area and the spirit of the earth. Every Bulsa earth god 

has its own spécifie name, named either after a special natural physical 

feature (e.g. sacred grove, a tree or group of trees, rocks, hills, rivers, lakes, 

streams and ruins of past settlements associated with its location or after the 

founder of the clan). 
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The custodians of the earth gods hold an important position in Bulsa 

society because the earth shrines are places of power. As Colson (1977) 

explains in relation to Zambia, this is because their tenders possess a lot of 

social and political authority within their groups. Colson's assertion is true of 

the land custodians in Bulsa society. In times of drought, crop failure, 

epidemics or other personal problems such as sickness, the Bulsa consult the 

land gods through land custodians, a topic I will discuss in chapter six. In time 

of drought, excessive rains or epidemic, the chief assembles the land 

custodians together with the rainmakers to discuss the problem. The 

custodians, in consultation with the rainmakers, will consult the soothsayer to 

recommend the necessary sacrifices for the group to perform. 

5.8.2. Rain gods 

As an agricultural society, the Bulsa depend largely on nature and 

ngmaruk or wen (rains or sky) to water their crops. Members from custodian 

clans of the rain gods prefer to use wen since they believe that mere 

mentioning of ngmamk implies swearing to proclaim one's innocence. The 

Bulsa closely associate the rain gods with the sky and in some cases identify 

the sky with the rain gods. For instance, when it is about to rain, they will say 

wen acheana meaning the sky is coming. For the Bulsa, rain is vital for both 

the living things on the land and the land itself. They believe that teng itself 

suffers when there is drought. It is for this reason that teng maintains good 

relationships and communicates with wen (rain). It is not surprising that the 

Bulsa are preoccupied with the coming of rains, especially when the rainy 

season approaches. Since the Bulsa have no physical control over this 

natural element (rains) they try to bring it under their ritual control through the 

rain gods under the care of the rain custodians (wen-yikroa, which means 

holder of rains). In Bulsa traditional society, nothing, especially matters of 

ultimate concern is left to chance. To provide explanation for events, the 

whole Bulsa notion of defining, and identifying, influencing and controlling 

natural elements including rain, is critical to their cosmology, and their 

interaction with nature for survival. 
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The Bulsa preoccupation with rain is not limited to economics 

(agriculture). For instance, lightning (ngmaruk-nyagsika) which is closely 

associated with rain, forms a significant aspect of Bulsa cosmology and 

reality. T he B ulsa b elieve t hat Nawen u ses I ightning to b ring c ri minais a nd 

violators of customs and traditional rules and practices to justice. Bulsa swear 

an oath on rare and serious occasions to proclaim their innocence. For the 

Bulsa to swear an oath or curse another person by the rain god is a serious 

matter. The most dreaded weapon of the rain god is death by lightning, which 

the Bulsa consider a disgrace to the affected person and his/her family. As a 

result, i t i s a Iways t he I ast threat u sed torn ake people s peak o ut t he t ruth 

when there is a dispute. A male elder indicated that when a person's falsely 

proclaims his/her innocence of a crime by swearing, the rain god can send 

lightning to pick a victim out of a crowd and strike him/her down. If the victim 

has stolen an object, the lightning will place the stolen item near or on its 

victim. 

Another elder from the same clan pointed out that when a person is 

guilty and under threat of the rain god, he/she can seek temporary protection 

from the land god by running to a land god shrine or blacksmith forge. The 

person will plead through the custodian of the blacksmith's forge to intervene 

on his/her behalf, but the offender still has to perform the required pacification 

rites. The elder also indicated that when lightning strikes a person, no one is 

allowed to have contact with the victim until the custodian of the rain god 

performs the necessary rites. 

Besides the significance of rain in Bulsa daily life, the rain god is a 

judge of moral behaviour in society bringing immediate retribution to violators 

of customs. This is opposed to teng, which sometimes reacts slowly. In 

conclusion, at the conceptual level, rain is a dominant cluster of symbols and 

relationships in Bulsa society. The rain is water opposed to dryness, it marks 

the seasons and comes from above as opposed to the teng below, and these 

oppositions form part of the Bulsa temporal structuring of the world. 
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It is important to state that while the earth is the home and a familiar 

ground of Bulsa activities, the sky on the other hand assumes two contrasting 

qualities in Bulsa cosmology. It is a source of fear through lightning and 

thunder and a source of life, coolness and fertility through rain and water. The 

symbolic parallel between the sky and the earth is difficult to read in Bulsa 

cosmology but it appears that sky (rain or water) and the earth are the two 

basic determinants of agricultural fertility and production. In Bulsa cosmology, 

agricultural productivity is only possible when there is a harmonious and 

successful relationship between the earth, the sky and the ancestors on one 

hand, and living beings on the other. A harmonious relationship among these 

various bodies and with humans illustrates the Bulsa unifying view of the 

universe where the earth, sky, ancestors and the living all are fused together, 

and in which they see their land as a being, the cosmos, and the universe. 

5.8.3. Ancestors and their veneration 

The Bulsa belief in life after death and the powers of the dead to 

intercede on behalf of the living is reflected in the elaborate funeral rites they 

accord to the dead who are believed to keep a watchful and protective eye 

over the living. Ancestral veneration embedded in their cosmovision is 

fundamental to the socio-economic life of the society, including the use and 

management of resources. Bulsa believe that the death of a person is not the 

end of life, and that the physical body survives by a spirit {chiik, chiisa, pl., 

which literally means moon, but may be glossed here as soul). After death, 

this chiik separates from the body and goes to live in the world of the spirits or 

kpilung, from where it influences the living world. In order to maintain links 

with the ancestors who now occupy an intermediary position between the 

living and the spiritual world, the Bulsa make regular sacrifices to the 

ancestors. Such sacrifices especially at the group or communal level help to 

maintain social and kinship ties. The close relationship between living and 

dead members of a lineage is demonstrated by frequent offerings to the 

ancestral gods, and this made Schott (1982:57) to describe the connection 
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between the living and the ancestors in Bulsa society as "people living for 

their dead" 

The Bulsa regard the ancestors as the real owners of their family or 

clan land. The genealogical senior of the family or the group who presides 

over the affairs of the group is the official mouthpiece and the earthly 

representative of the ancestral gods. The land custodians and elders wield a 

lot of social and political authority regarding the use of resources and are in 

fact, the focal point of traditional Bulsa resource management. The constant 

reminder of the good deeds of the ancestors spurs good conduct on the part 

of the living and helps to ensure that the past is respected and local sanctions 

taken seriously. Bulsa believe that neglect or failure to carry out the wishes 

and dictates of the ancestor brings misfortune to the living. They attribute 

success and failure in life to the ancestors. For instance, Bulsa concepts of 

what constitute the linkage between the physical and spiritual world have both 

direct and indirect influence on their use of the natural environment. 

5.8.4. Spirits of the wild 

Besides the spirits of the rivers, hills and trees, and the wild animals 

that inhabit the village (yeri-teng) and bush (goi-teng), the Bulsa believe that 

there are also special creatures of the wild called chichiriisa (dwarf-like 

creatures). Like humans in the domesticated realms of the village settlement, 

the chichiriisa are the owners of the animals and plants in the bush or the 

uninhabited lands outside the village. Humans can visit the bush to gather 

fruits, nuts, herbs, firewood, farm, fish and hunt, but the chichiriisa and other 

spirits of the wild never approach the village settlement, as they never want to 

come into direct contact with humans. One male elder explained that it is 

possible for humans to enter into cordial relationship with the spirits of the 

wild, but one must first receive a call from the wild through unusual 

encounters or experiences with them. 

A male soothsayer described the chichirisa as short-human-like scary 

creatures with long legs. In Bulsa thought, spirits of the bush, the chichirisa 

never grow old but live for ever. Almost every informant interviewed on the 
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subject expressed different views on the physical attributes of the spirits of 

the wild. One male informant indicated that it was quite incorrect to talk of the 

physical appearance of these spirits because they never allow humans to 

catch a glimpse of them. However, he contended that farmers who go to their 

bush farms early in the morning or work alone late into the evening 

sometimes hear the high-pitch voices of the spirits of the wild. Goody 

(1962:140) noted similar belief systems among the Lobi-Dagaba in the Upper 

West Region. 

The Bulsa regard the chichiriisa and other spirits of the wild as the first 

children of nawen and as repositories of knowledge. Elders suggested that 

the Bulsa derived their first knowledge of farming (domestication), fishing, 

hunting and other technological complexes such a s house building, pottery 

and iron working from the spirits of the wild. The significance of the chichiriisa 

is not limited to their role as the sources or originators of technology in the 

past but they continue to be a source of extraordinary powers to farmers, 

diviners, sorcerers and medicine people. The Bulsa believe that people who 

wield extraordinary ritual power and secret knowledge about the universe and 

on herbs or plants and their medical values got their knowledge from the 

chichirisa. As an elder puts it, "when an individual enters into a relationship 

with the chichirisa, such a person usually becomes equipped with 'four eyes' 

that allow him or her to experience reality at a deeper level" 

5.9. OTHER IMPORTANT BELEIFS 

Other important beliefs in Bulsa society include the belief in divination, 

soothsaying or sorcery, medicine people or "juju", taboos totems and several 

other customs. These beliefs form an integral part of Bulsa cosmology and 

play diverse roles in how they relate to the natural and spiritual worlds 

including the use of resources within the society. 

5.9.1. Divination, soothsaying and sorcery 
In Bulsa society, the various gods express their wishes and 

expectations to the living world through the diviner or soothsayer (baanoa). I 
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interviewed five diviners and they appear to possess a good memory and 

great intelligence. Diviners use both material and non-material objects 

(stones, cowry shells, bones, sticks and gestures) to communicate with their 

customers about the wishes of the gods. They use ritual objects as 

metaphors to express the relationship between the tangible and intangible 

realms of life. Observations revealed that most diviners were men but in rare 

cases, women could also become diviners. Divination can be acquired, but 

most divination is hereditary, usually passing from father to son. 

Divination or soothsaying is an important component of Bulsa religion. 

It involves communication and consultation with the kpilima, tangbana and the 

various other gods to receive advice and discover causes and remedies for 

perplexing mortal problem; diseases, infertility, witchcraft, failures and 

communal disharmony, and to foretell events of the future. Thus, divination is 

the search for answers and interactions with the gods. The diviner or 

soothsayer bridges the enormous gap between the worlds of the living and 

the gods. The result of most divination is an offering of some sort. To many 

Bulsa, divination without sacrifice is incomplete. For instance, an offering to 

an identified god expresses gratitude for benefits a person or group has 

received, or serves as a means of securing the favours of the gods or deities. 

A male diviner explained: 

People consult me to find out about their problems and 
relationship with their gods. After consultation, my divination 
spirits direct them to make offerings to their gods to help them 
establish the right relationship with a particular god or divine 
powers, and to ward off attacks by malevolent spirits or 
simply to prevent an imminent danger such as crop failure or 
sickness. 

Bulsa believe that diviners and other spirit mediums possess supernatural 

powers that allow them to foresee the intentions and wishes of the various 

gods. The diviners predict the future, interpret omens and events, and advise 

the type of action that a person must take in a given situation to forestall 

problems or maintain order and peace between world of the living and that of 

the gods. 
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According to a male diviner, people usually choose a diviner with the 

best reputation to consult and he himself consults for other diviners. Hunters, 

fishermen and farmers are the prime customers of these diviners and 

soothsayers. For instance, a traditional Bulsa hunter never goes on a major 

expedition without first consulting a diviner to find out about the prospects of 

his pending expedition. In cases where a diviner predicts the future or the 

prospects to be gloomy, he recommends the necessary offerings for the 

hunter to perform. When a person performs all the offerings advised or 

recommended by the diviner, and yet he receives unsatisfactory results, he 

usually concludes that the diviner is fraudulent or incompetent. For the Bulsa, 

kpilima kan velimu, ka banoa ali velim, which is to say that the ancestors 

never tell lies, it is the diviner who tells lies. 

5.9.2. Medicine or 'juju' (tiim) 

Beside diviners, the Bulsa believe that certain people have inherent 

powers to cure, prevent and induce bad events. The Bulsa call such people 

tiim- tiim-nyam (medicine people or owners), a term that also extends to 

magicians and healers. Tiim (magic or medicine) in itself is a neutral concept 

in Bulsa society; magicians use their magical powers either for benign or 

malignant purposes. The Bulsa differentiate between tiim that people use for 

protective, curative and healing purposes which they call good medicine (tiim-

nalung) and the bad or antisocial medicine or juju (tiim-biok) which people use 

for sinister and evil motives (e.g. to make another person sick, cause crops to 

fail or livestock to die). Although informants mentioned two forms of magic, 

they preferred to discuss the good magic with particular attention to its 

curative, protective and healing values in farming, hunting, good and health. 

Informants were reluctant to talk about tiim-biok because to talk about it might 

suggest that an informant was engaged in its practice. 

Bulsa regard tiim as a source of power. Tiim gives a person the right 

ingredient and knowledge to achieve whatever targets he sets for himself, as 

long as he uses the medicine rightly and strictly obey its rules. The 
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possession of tiim is an important adjunct to authority and success. Almost 

every compound, family, lineage and clan heads, elder, land custodians, 

chiefs, hunters and farmers acknowledged that they have some form of juju to 

guide them in their day-to-day activities and to protect them and their 

domestic units from evil and bad omens. In addition, Tiim is an essential 

accessory to most rituals including sacrifices, funerals and festivals, and 

serves to maintain kinship ties, links and identities between lineages and 

clans. Groups that share close kinship ties participate in the same medicine 

ceremonies or "medicine eating". Skills and success in farming, hunting, 

fishing, healing, and in crafts (e.g. iron working, weaving, pottery, and 

building) are linked to tiim acquisition. 

Unlike the diviner or soothsayer who interprets the wishes of the gods 

and what can be done to get the blessing of the gods, medicine or juju 

consultants give their clients ritual objects of protection for a fee. These 

objects can be in the form of stones, sticks, iron, cowries, or roots or bark of 

trees or shrubs. The medicinal objects possess supernatural powers to 

protect their owner from a particular evil force (ghost, sickness, poverty etc). 

In many cases, tiim-nyam reactivate their medicine with incantations or secret 

codes to evoke the help of the latent powers within them. There are rules, 

restrictions and prescriptions associated with every tiim, neglect of which can 

cause failure in its efficacy. 

5.9.3. Customs, totems and taboos 

As already mentioned, Bulsa philosophy of life centres on venerating both 

animate and inanimate objects. Bulsa express a lot of their collective 

environmental wisdom and ethics through religious beliefs and a range of 

cultural practices. They believe that their gods, especially earth, rain, 

ancestral gods have unlimited power, and are helpful if propitiated and 

harmful if neglected, and this worldview guides the society in daily life 

including their use of natural resources. 
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The belief that some of their gods and other spirits dwell in such 

natural resources as lakes, seas, rocks, specific trees, hills and animals 

attaches intrinsic value to all objects (animate and inanimate), and promotes 

a holistic attitude to the environment. To maintain a balance and harmony 

between the living and mystical forces of the spiritual world, the Bulsa 

developed several socio-cultural rules such as taboos, totems and many 

other customs to guide them in many aspects of their daily lives including 

resource exploitation. However, unlike the state system, there are no formal 

agencies established to enforce compliance. Rather members obey socio-

cultural practices through "positive enforcement" by participating in traditional 

practices, rituals and social events. An individual who fails to observe or 

disobeys the customary rules and taboos faces sanctions, ridicule and gossip, 

and other members of the society sometimes shun such person's company. 

A t aboo i s p rohibition a ssociated w ith a mystical b elief t hat restrains 

persons or groups (families, lineages or clan) from particular practices which 

are considered to be undesirable (Evans-Pritchard 1958). Evans-Pritchard 

(1958) offered two explanations for the use of taboos in traditional societies: 

pragmatic (logical) and folk explanations. He explains that it is from these two 

explanations that taboos derive their effectiveness and become enforceable 

in any given society. According to Evan-Pritchard, the society often forgets or 

plays down the pragmatic explanations or reasons that originally trigger off a 

taboo while the folk explanations that enforce it survives and passes on from 

one generation to the other. 

A totem on the other hand is any species usually "an animal (harmless, 

dangerous or feared), and more rarely a plant that a group refrains its 

members from killing, eating or harming" (Freud (1919:2). The group often 

regards the totem as a common ancestor and guardian spirit, which sends 

them oracles and assistance. Clan members are under a sacred obligation 

(subject to automatic sanctions) not to kill or harm the animal even if it is 

dangerous. The group believes that the totem animal can recognise and will 

spare members of the clan, which it considers as its own children In addition, 
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they avoid eating its flesh or deriving benefits from it in other ways. The 

totemic character is inherent, not in some individual animals, but in all the 

individuals of a given class. Evans-Pritchard (1956:79) summarised the 

relationship between the Nuer and their totemic species in the following: 

The Nuer shows respect for his totem by refraining from 
hurting it in any way and above all from eating it, if it is edible; 
by paying courtesy of recognition if he meets it; by formal 
expression of regret, such as throwing grass at its body 
should he found it dead; and by an expression of disapproval, 
for no more than that seems to required of him, should 
someone injure it in his presence. 

Various clans in Bulsa society hold a wide variety of animals and plants as 

their totems. Each clan has specific animals (crocodile, monkeys, leopard and 

lions) as its totems. Among the Asam group (clan) of Sandema, for example, 

the monkey is the totem. When a member of the society accidentally kills a 

totem species or finds it dead, the group accords it funeral rites similar to 

humans. One elderly male informant suggested that any member who kills a 

totem animal go through the same rituals (vayam soaka meaning ritual 

cleansing bath or purification) that human beings do when they take another 

human being's life. It is a grave offence when a member violates the rules 

that pertain to the preservation of totemic species. Such violation threatens 

the purity of the gods and can bring calamity to the individual, his/her entire 

family and even the whole clan. 

The cultivation of certain types of crops is also determined by taboos. It 

is also a taboo to make quarrels within the family at the time of planting and 

harvesting, or weeding the fields. In the Bongo area, it is a taboo for young 

people to cultivate pepper and bambara beans and the reason is that the 

gods forbid it (Department of Geography and Resource Development 1992). 

In other places such as Bawku, the Kussasi forbid young men to cultivate 

bambara beans and any young man who violates this taboo risks losing his 

fertility or manhood (ibid 1992). Among the Bulsa, there is a taboo against 

non-elders cultivating yam and white bambara beans and soalim piak 

(Kertsin's groundnuts). The reasons for the restrictions on the cultivation of 
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these crops are unclear. One male informant said that "either in the past an 

ancestor cultivated such a crop and died or had a total failure" or something 

drastic happened him. Another male informant indicated that these 

restrictions are from the gods and only the gods know the real reasons. The 

Bulsa believe that any person who violates this taboo will either become 

barren or die after three years of consecutive cultivation of the said crops. In 

the past, only old men, elders and heads of compounds cultivated these 

restricted crops. However, my observations reveal that things seem to have 

changed and many young farmers now cultivate crops that were formerly 

restricted to elders. Bulsa extend taboos and cultural rules to basic hygiene in 

their homes. There are taboos against sweeping in the night, on where to 

dump waste, bury the dead, and on the use of other domestic spaces. 

There are other Bulsa socio-cultural rules useful to resource use and 

management embedded in their cosmology or worldview. The relationship 

between Bulsa people and their resources is deeply entrenched in the culture 

and the worldview regarding the material and the spiritual worlds. As noted 

earlier, in the Bulsa woridviews, the spiritual and material worlds are 

inseparable; and they extend this to the use of their land and its resources. As 

Daneel (1996:348) in his description of the intimate interrelationship between 

the material and spiritual world in Shona society, aptly notes: 

The link... [between the natural and spiritual worlds] 
symbolises the essentials of the holistic African worldview in 
which the living and the dead, the creator-divinity and all of 
creation are inseparably linked in a seamless totality on one 
continuum. 

Daneel's observation of Shona society has close parallels to the Bulsa 

worldview of their universe where every aspect of their material lives and 

activities are linked to the spiritual world. The Bulsa believe that earth and all 

living and nonliving things in it are sacred and possess powerful souls and 

spirits. As such, the Bulsa venerate and give special care to selected animals, 

and plants, which they identify and consider as having strong spirit, and make 

offerings to these objects and species. For example, farmers tie pieces of 
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cloth or rope around special trees they believe possess strong spirits to drive 

away evil. 

The Bulsa forbid and abhor any activity that they believe can pollute 

the earth, and try to enforce such restrictions through socio-cultural rules. 

They have customary rules that forbid members from cutting certain trees or 

exploiting resources (hunting, farming) in restricted areas such as sacred 

groves, and along riverbanks and watersheds. It is an offence to fell specific 

trees such as young economic species (sheanut and dawadawa trees) during 

land preparation. The Bulsa believe that a person who fells young economic 

trees can bring upon himself and his family misfortunes such as disease or 

epidemic, bareness, drought and famine or and poor harvest. Similarly, there 

are socio-cultural rules to regulate fishing and hunting; where members can 

fish or hunt and at what time of the year. Hunting of animals during certain 

parts of the year (e.g. the month just before the beginning of the rainy season, 

which is the breeding period for most wild animals) is strictly forbidden. 

Taboos, totems and many other forms of customs and rules have wide 

but subtle implications for land use and resource management regimes in 

Bulsa society. Socio-cultural rules and customs including taboo and totemic 

rules compel members of Bulsa society to have respect for both the natural 

and spiritual environment, and this helps to ensure that resources in general 

and land in particular are not misused or abused or simply regarded as an 

economic commodity. To sum up, although the Bulsa view their taboos, 

totems and other p ractices a s not n ecessarily a nd consciously d esigned to 

prevent the over exploitation or exhaustion of resources, nevertheless these 

restrictions play important role in traditional resource management and 

conservation. My observations revealed that most Bulsa elders are aware of 

the repercussions of breaking traditional laws and customs, such as taboos, 

and the effects of such actions. As such, they try hard to prevail upon 

members of their households to comply with socio-cultural restrictions 
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5.10. TRADITIONAL POLITICAL ORGANISATION 

Chieftaincy is the most resilient feature of Ghanaian traditional political 

life and history, especially at the level of local governance. Despite various 

interferences and manipulations since the colonial era to incorporate or 

assimilate the institution into modem politics, it survives and continues to play 

a dynamic and vibrant role in the post-colonial state of Ghana (see Ray 1996; 

Boaten 1994; Arhin 1991 and 1985; Goody 1990; Ferguson and Wilks 1970; 

Anafu 1973; Holden 1965; Lugard 1965; Busia 1951). Lemarchand (1977) 

notes that in spite of political changes on the Africa continent since the 

colonial era, traditional governance remains influential at the local level for 

most rural- African populations. Among the Bulsa chiefs remain the real and 

direct representatives of the people at the local level of governance. 

The Ghanaian constitution gives recognition to the institution of 

chieftaincy, and chiefs participate in modem political arrangements. However, 

chiefs see themselves first as traditional leaders rather than government 

officials or spokes-persons for the national government. With the modem 

political arrangement, chiefs throughout Ghana have organized themselves 

into strong and formal bodies. Chieftaincy affairs at the district and local level 

fall under traditional councils. At the regional and national levels are the 

Regional and National Houses of Chiefs (Figure 5.5). Despite these changes, 

the institution of chieftaincy retains a lot of its traditional character. For 

example, the authority of the chief is fused with religion. In many parts of 

Ghana, and especially the Upper East Region, older people regard the word 

of the chief as the word of the ancestors and the gods. Members recognise 

their chiefs as the ultimate source of political power, and older people have 

little knowledge about formal political authority, and in most cases comply 

with c entrai g ovemment d irectives a nd policies o nly i f their c hiefs i ncluding 

other traditional leaders endorse such directives and policies. 
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5.10.1. Chieftaincy in Bulsa and current political structure 

To place my discussion on the current traditional political organisation 

of the Bulsa in context, it is prudent to begin with a brief historical overview of 

the political developments and events that helped shape the chieftaincy 

institution amongst the Bulsa in particular and the Upper East in general. 

Oral traditions suggest that in earlier times and before the advent of 

formal chieftaincy, the land custodian acted as the ritual-political head. 

However, in the latter part of Bulsa history (1700's to in the early1800s, a time 

of increasing insecurity because of inter-group clashes, the Bulsa established 

the office of the war leader or chief (tugurik-nab) to complement the efforts of 

the land custodian (Akanko 1982; Schott 1974). Akanko notes that the office 

of the tugurik-nab was not permanent and war leaders would return to normal 

life after a war or a common enemy was defeated. There was no single 

tugurik-nab for any village but each major clan had its own tugurik-nab 

(Akanko 1982). According to oral traditions, the tugurik-nab was often chosen 

from the clan or family that was noted for its hunting skills and bravery or from 

a rich family (nganta-nyam) who commanded respect. With the spread of 

Mamprusi influence to the stateless, and the advent of colonial rule in the 

Northern Territories, some of the plutocrats eventually emerged as modem 

chiefs (Akanko 1982; llliasu 1975). As formal chieftaincy became well 

established in the region, land custodians became less important, and their 

powers reduced to religious and ceremonial matters, and this has remained 

unchanged. 

Like all the ethnic groups in the Upper East, the Bulsa have woven the 

chieftaincy institute into their socio-cultural and religious fabrics over time. 

The Bulsa regard their chiefs as political leaders and as representatives of the 

ancestors. As a result, Bulsa chiefs go through elaborate traditional religious 

rituals in the course of their enskinment. All Bulsa chiefs under go a ritual 

called ngiak-naam (ancestral chieftaincy). The ngiak-naam gives a religious 

dimension to the chief and the ritual power to exercise his political power. The 

walking stick (staff), the bangle and the headgear Bulsa chiefs wear are 
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religious symbols that enforce their political authority, and chiefs only get 

these symbols after they have successfully gone through the ngiak-naam 

ritual. The election of chiefs unlike land custodian is not necessarily based on 

genealogical seniority but suitability and popularity of the candidate. Any 

member with kinship connections to the chiefly family or clan is eligible to 

contest regardless of his genealogical seniority within the group. 

As already indicated, until the advent of colonial rule, the Bulsa had no 

overall political structure that encompassed the entire Bulsa community. It 

was the land custodian, unit heads (the family, compound, lineage, clan) and 

war leaders who conducted local affairs. With the establishment of formal 

chieftaincy, the colonial administration grouped the various Bulsa villages 

under the domain of a head chief. The notion of an overall head or paramount 

chief, has not gone well with other village chiefs in the Bulsa District, 

especially where the position of head chief is not rotational. Village chiefs 

indicated to me that they see or consider the position of head or paramount 

chief as more of a government office; the head chief being representative first 

of the colonial establishment and later the modem state. Despite this change, 

currently each village chief in Bulsa still claims political, ritual and economic 

autonomy. Consequently, the authority of the paramount chief over the other 

chiefs depends very much on his personality and support from the 

government, and the regional and national houses of chiefs. Although all 

village chiefs in the d istrict claim that they are autonomous, they indicated 

that they cooperate closely with the paramount of the Bulsa Traditional 

Council who is the chief of Sandema who has enskinned all the village chiefs 

in the Bulsa District. All chiefs in the district regard the Sandema-nab 2 5 or 

chief of Sandema as their father. 

The Sandema-nab (Ayieta Azantilow) is the chief of Sandema and the paramount chief of 
the Bulsa Traditional area since 1932 (i.e. over 70 years in office). Bulsa regard him as a man 
of wisdom and a great local historian. He worked with the British colonial administration and 
continues to work with the post-colonial state. During my fieldwork, I had the opportunity to 
interview him twice. He provided a lot of information on traditional political authority, and its 
relationship with the national government. I also had the opportunity to crosscheck with him 
assertions other informants made about chieftaincy. 
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The different villages in the district have also established inter-village 

relations through pacts, kinship ties, and proximity. Geographical and social 

or kinship proximity make different villages attend each others' functions 

including markets, festivals, funerals, and cooperate in economic activities 

such as communal farming parties, and in the exchange of women for 

marriage. G eographical p roximity is o ne i important factor i n t he i nter-village 

relations and chiefs who share common boundaries collaborate closely in 

many spheres of life. A linguist of one of the village chiefs gave a Bulsa 

maxim to explain the importance of geographical proximity in inter-village 

cooperation: Kali moatika agaam ko-birini, which literally means living near-by 

is better than patrilineal relationship, that is to say, geographical proximity is 

more important for cooperation than kinship ties. 

Currently, in the Bulsa district, two set of political institutions (traditional 

and the modem or state administration) exist side by side, complementing 

each other, though sometimes with conflicts (Figure 5.5). The present 

Ghanaian constitution has made provisions for the creation of traditional 

councils at the village level (local department for traditional affairs) as role 

players in local government. However, during interviews with both chiefs and 

local government officials, they complained of conflicts and tensions. Some of 

the conflicts centre around areas of jurisdiction; what cases fall within the 

authority of chiefs and what within that of government elected representatives 

at the local government level. Boaten (1994) discusses in detail the nature of 

this relationship (conflicts and co-operation) between the traditional leaders 

and government officials at the district level. 

Bulsa chiefs claimed that they are autonomous of the national 

government but in practice, chiefs have become partially incorporated into the 

modem administration although they continue to play their traditional 

functions alongside the new duties assigned to them. These include tax 

collection, enforcing central and local government laws, and involvement in 

the implementation of development programs. The Bulsa traditional councils 

of chiefs and their elders also cooperate with the formal political structures 
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(Bulsa District Assembly) to mobilise the people for various development 

projects. Examples of projects include the construction of community dams, 

schools and clinics, as well as ensuring that certain outlawed practices such 

as bush burning and female circumcision are checked within their areas of 

operation. 

The Bulsa District comprises twelve settlements, each with its own 

chief. The c hief of S andema w ho i s a Iso t he p aramount c hief of the B ulsa 

Traditional supervises the enskinment of all other divisional chiefs in the 

district. The paramount chiefs jurisdiction as the traditional political head in 

Bulsa extends neither directly into land matters nor to the other villages. Each 

village chief is autonomous but in practice, he consults closely with the 

paramount chief and elders of his villages before he make crucial decisions. 

The powers of the divisional chiefs a re restricted to their a rea of operation 

unlike the paramount chief whose powers, in theory, extend beyond Sandema 

to the entire Bulsa District. At the village level, chiefs and custodians oversee 

disputes and other conflicts related to the violation of traditional laws, customs 

and taboos regarding land use and its acquisition. The chiefs support the land 

custodians to impose appropriate sanctions on culprits who break traditional 

laws or customs with respect to land issues. 

Every Bulsa village is further divided into sections (sub-village) with 

each section or headed by a sub-chief or sectional-chief (kanbong-nab, 

kanbong-nalima pl.). Kanbong-nab is from the Bulsa term kanbong-tum which 

means Asante wars but the term came to stand for all wars that were waged 

on the Bulsa from outsides, particularly slave raiders such as Babatu and 

Samori in towards the end of the 1800s. Kanbong-nab, thus literally means 

Asante-chief but it actual stands for war chief or leader. In present Bulsa, sub-

chiefs perform tasks such as tax collecting ('lam-poo, probably from the 

English land poll" tax) organising communal labour for divisional chiefs and 

other communal activities. They are agents of local development at the sub-

village level. Governmental programs channelled through the traditional 

council (district chieftaincy secretariat) usually use the sub-chiefs as the local 
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implementing bodies at the sub-village level. The sub-chiefs report conflicts 

and disputes within their area of operation to the village chief for action. They 

also consult with the elders, land custodians and other opinion leaders at the 

sub-village before they make decision on important issues. 

As previously noted, other recognised traditional leaders include heads 

of domestic units; compound, lineage and clan heads and elder, collectively 

called yie-nyam, which means compound owners; land custodians (teng-

nyono, teng-nyam26 pi.) and war leaders. Today, unit heads largely handle the 

management a nd organisation of I ocal affairs i ncluding communal resource 

management. Although the power and control of these leaders are still 

recognized, their authority and control is restricted to their groups and is 

limited in scope. The war chief, whose office used to be important in the past 

when there were many frequent interethnic clashes, is now only a ceremonial 

or symbolic position. 

Among the neighbouring centralised groups such as the Dagomba, 

there are chiefs for economic trees, rivers and mountains and a number of 

other offices whose functions are mainly restricted to environmental 

management issues. In Dagbon (the land of the Dagomba), the chief of 

economic trees presides over the use and exploitation of economic trees such 

as the sheanut, dawadawa and baobab. In Bulsa society, there are no chiefs 

of specific trees. Instead, the land custodians, goai-nab (chief of the bush or 

hunting) together with family, compound, lineage and clan heads and elders 

act as environmental agents at these levels (compound, lineage and clan) by 

making sure that rules and sanctions that pertain to resource use and 

conservation are enforced to ensure a healthy physical and spiritual 

Teng-nyam ( landowners) h as v arious o ther c onnotations. 11 c ould m ean I and custodian, 
owner of plots of land or owner or head of a village and settlement. The term is also used to 
describe the indigenous settlers as opposed to foreigners. In addition, the term is sometimes 
used interchangeably with kpagi, kpaga pi. which means head person or headman, leader, 
elder or senior member of a lineage, clan or village. In the context in which the term is used 
here, it stands for compound, family, lineage and dan heads and elders who officiate at 
sacrifices and other rituals on behalf of a group or act as tenders or custodians of communal 
gods and shrines. As a rule in Bulsa society, each domestic unit such as the compound, 
lineage and clan has one kpagi or teng-nyono. 
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environment. For instance, the goai-nab ensures that hunting species are not 

overexploited. Cases of misuse or destruction of communal resources such 

as the felling of economic trees during farming activities, or disputes over the 

use of such trees is first reported to the domestic unit head of the culprit and 

who then reports it to the land custodian for the appropriate actions to be 

taken. 

5.10.2. Youth chiefs and associations 

One other traditional political institution in the Bulsa district is the office 

of youth chiefs (bim-baasa nab, literally means children's chief). In the past 

the bim-baasa nab used to play a major role in many aspects of Bulsa 

political and social life including organising the youth for communal labour at 

the village or the local level. Currently, in place of youth chiefs, youth 

associations at the various levels of the society (e.g. sub-villages and 

villages) have emerged. These modem youth associations maintain some of 

the traditional functions of the youth chiefs and their main tasks include 

organising the youth towards social, economic and political development. In 

most cases, elite Bulsa lead or occupy executive positions in these 

associations. 

Currently, youth associations act as a mouthpiece for their localities, 

which they represent in development and political issues. While some of 

these associations have succeeded in bringing development to their 

respective localities, others have contributed in fuelling inter-ethnic and inter-

village conflicts. For example, there are allegations that the youth 

associations of the Konkomba, Dagomba, Gonja and Nanumba contributed in 

fuelling the interethnic wars in 1981 and early 1994 In the Northern Region 

(Communication with executive members of the Konkomba, Dagomba and 

Gonja youth associations 1999). At the same time, the youth associations 

helped to stop the wars. There are also claims that some youth associations 

engineer chieftaincy disputes such as the Mamprusi-Kussasi protracted 

chieftaincy conflicts. With time and financial constraints, it was not possible 

for me to do more work on the topic in order to substantiate these claims and 
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allegations. However, my observations in the Bulsa district reveal that it is a 

common practice for youth associations to try to influence the enskinment of 

chiefs and the election of local political representatives such as members to 

the national parliament and district assemblies. As a former youth association 

leader, I have personally observed cases where youth associations interfered 

with customs and rules of enskinment or have led a community or village to 

fight for autonomy. 

At the time of my fieldwork, campaigns for the election of the president 

of Ghana and members of the national parliament were in high gear. When I 

talked t o e Iders a bout t he c oming e lection, most o f t hem s aid t hey d id n ot 

care m uch a bout i t. H owever, t hey i ndicated t hat t hey were waiting f or t he 

leaders of their village youth associations and chiefs to identify the candidate 

that they want the village to support. 

In spite of the allegations levelled against them, youth associations 

have made positive contributions to local development. A number of youth 

associations in the Bulsa district have sponsored local environmental 

initiatives in the area of tree planting, agroforestry and the construction of 

dams to cater for local needs. In other cases, youth associations in the district 

have helped to organise farmers and other local land users into groups, thus 

making it much easier for land use and extension officers to implement 

development policies. The Kalijisa Youth Association has over the years 

transformed itself into a large co-operative body, and is deeply involved in 

tree planting, agroforestry and has constructed two dams to boost dry season 

gardening. This youth association like many others in the district is also 

involved in education, especially non-formal or adult literacy programs, with 

the a im o f a ssisting m embers t o b ecome functional I iterates a 11 east i n t he 

local language. 

Commenting on the contribution of youth associations to development, 

a retired district director of education and one of the first Bulsa trained 

teachers pointed out that in 1970, the Bulsa Youth Association spearheaded 

the struggle for the creation of the Bulsa district from the Kassena-Nankani 
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district. He noted "the Bulsa Youth Association in collaboration with Bulsa 

traditional rulers fought hard for the creation of what is now the Bulsa district". 

He also mentioned that the youth association organises Bulsa to fight for the 

removal of corrupt government officials in various government departments in 

the district. 

Besides youth association and opinion leaders, there are other 

important groups and organisations whose activities are directly connected to 

land matters. These include the Bulsa district farmers associations with 

umbrella groups at the regional and national levels, government departments 

(e.g. the District department of food and Agriculture [forestry, veterinary, 

environmental protection]) and non-governmental agencies. Women's groups 

such as the Christian Mother of the Catholic, Presbyterian Women 

Association and village women associations from the various settlements are 

also involved in environmental and land use issues to complement the efforts 

of the government. 

The major NGOs include Vuum Tiim Society and Kalijisa Cooperatives 

[local NGOs], the Sandema Agricultural and Rural Integrated Programme 

(SARIP) and Low External Input Sustainable Agriculture (LEISA), and 

Catholic agricultural projects under the auspices of the Presbyterian and 

Catholic missions, Community Initiative Forestry Project [US Peace Corps] 

and ActionAid and Oxfam [international NGO]. The activities of some NGOs 

(both local and international) cut across economic, social, technological, 

agricultural, cultural and environmental spheres (Table 5.2). NGOs such as 

the Sandema Agricultural and Rural Integrated Programme (SARIP) and Low 

External Input Sustainable Agriculture (LEISA), ActionAid and Oxfam focus 

on economic development including farming and appropriate technology to 

complement the efforts of the government. 

Another important group is the district farmers association, a lobbying 

agency to influence or persuade and sometime put pressure on government 

to listen to grievances of farmers, and to provide them certain facilities. The 

association is opened to all farmers, both Bulsa and non-Bulsa, but in practice 



166 

it is being monopolised by Bulsa literate subsistence and commercial farmers 

and stranger absentee-commercial farmers, especially at the executive 

positions. Government and non-government agencies also use these 

associations to implement land use technologies and management regimes. 

Government also use these associations at both local, district, regional levels 

for purely political purpose, to elicit farmers' votes during election years. 

The Ministry of Food and Agriculture (MOFA) is the main body 

responsible that plans and oversees the implementation of agricultural and 

many land use policies in the country. As part of the government's 

decentralisation program, each of the ten regions has a regional director and 

core staff for various sectors and sub-sectors. The main function of the 

regional directors is to coordinate agricultural programmes at the regional 

level. At the district level, the district director and his sector staff are suppose 

to determine local agricultural policies and priorities and provide feedback to 

MOFA at the regional and national levels. There are also national, regional 

and district planning, monitoring, extension and evaluation department under 

MOFA responsible for policy analysis and provision of support services. 

Observations and complaints from the sector heads of these departments in 

the Bulsa district suggest that the district is poorly equipped and understaffed 

to carry out their functions. The National Agricultural Research Project 

(NARP) is responsible for research. Other institutions involved in agricultural 

research are the agricultural colleges and universities. 

Except for the manager of the catholic agricultural project and other 

local NGOs, the senior staffs from the government and non-government 

agencies are non-Bulsa. The head of the district d epartment of agriculture, 

veterinary, environmental protection and agricultural extension are non-Bulsa. 

Exception, Moses Appiah (the management of the Presbyterian Agricultural 

project), native of Bawku who has long experience in the area, most of the 

senior non-Bulsa personnel from government and non-government agencies 

do not stay at the same post for more than four years. However, some of the 

sectional or zonal heads in the agricultural department and junior staff a re 
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Bulsa. I did not g et access to personal records on the qualification of staff 

from both government and government institution but from my interviews with 

them, most of the junior staff have at least ordinary level certificates and 

professional diplomas and with up five years experience on their jobs. 

5.11. SUMMARY 

In this chapter, I dealt with the critical elements of Bulsa society and 

culture such as kinship, family, socio-cultural, political and economic aspects 

of Bulsa life. I explained how the various socio-cultural, economic and political 

institutions function, overlap, and interact with one another to shape Bulsa 

worldview. I tried to illustrate how Nawen and the various deities (ancestral, 

earth, rain and personal gods) are the focal point of opposition and 

relationship that coordinate activities and humans within the Bulsa universe. 

In addition, I have demonstrated that in the Bulsa worldview, humans must 

maintain a harmonious relationship with their deities and Nawen. Lastly, and 

as noted at the beginning of the chapter, because of the significance of teng 

in Bulsa cosmology and economic and political life, I defer a full discussion on 

the economic aspects of Bulsa society to a separate chapter (chapter six.) 

because of the broad nature of the topic. Finally, introduce government and 

non-government agencies and youth groups who activities influence resource 

management in the district. 
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CHAPTER 6: ECONOMIC CONCEPTS AND LAND 
TENURE 

6.1. INTRODUCTION 

Like many African traditional societies, the Bulsa economic system 2 7 is 

based on the values and ideas of both communalism and individualism with 

strong emphasis on the former, especially concerning land ownership and 

control. Although economic activities are organised on a household basis, 

individual households may rely on other members within the compound, 

lineage or clan for support in many activities (e.g. farming and building of 

compounds, hunting, fishing etc.). As already indicated, there is clear 

interplay between kinship and control or ownership of resources in Bulsa 

society. For instance, kinship determines in whole or in part economic 

cooperation, inheritance of land and other resources, succession to offices 

such as land custodianship, and other forms of property relations. Fortes 

(1969:239) made similar observations and stressed the significance of kinship 

in Tallensi socio-cultural economic and political life. 

6.2. THE BULSA CONCEPT OF LAND 

The Bulsa talk of land in physical, cultural, and spiritual terms. Yet 

these are intricately intertwined, overlapping and connected to one another. It 

thus becomes quite inappropriate for me to disentangle these components 

into distinct categories. To simplify the Bulsa concept of land into distinct 

classificatory categories would be to mask the range of meanings of the term 

teng, and its subsequent implications for land management regimes. 

Consequently, my discussion on the topic will reflect the interwoven nature of 

concepts the Bulsa use to talk about their land. 

^To emphasise the wider dimension of the subject matter 'economic', I use the term 
in this dissertation to mean the management of resources to satisfy both the physical 
and spiritual needs of the Bulsa. 
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As indicated in chapter five, teng has different scales of meaning in 

Bulsa society. The Bulsa conceptualise their land as a single unit when they 

want to stress its all-comprehensive character. Yet, in other instances, they 

acknowledge t he d istinction b etween t he v isible a nd t he i nvisible realms of 

their land. Teng may mean the earth, ground, piece of land or plot, space, 

earth gods or shrines ((tangbaina)) and the cultural landscape 2 8 (farmlands, 

buildings and other features) manipulated by humankind. The Bulsa also use 

teng to denote an entire village, town or country and even sometimes the 

entire universe (physical and spiritual environment). They talk of felik-teng 

(the white man's land or country, Buluuk teng (land of the Bulsa) and 

Sandem-teng or Asam29 (land of Sandema). Yet in different contexts, the 

Bulsa talk of land entirely in the spiritual sense. Elders use teng in reference 

to their earth gods or shrines, For instance, they talk of Asam teng in 

reference to the earth god/shrine or ancestral god of Asam, although the 

terms may also mean the land of Asam.. 

In addition, the Bulsa make a distinction between land in the natural 

and the spiritual worlds by referring to the former as teng-zuk (head of the 

earth or on earth) and the latter as kpilung orngiak teng (land of the spirits or 

the ancestors). Ngiak also means ancestor, past or tradition. The term is 

commonly used describe the founding ancestor of a group (lineage, clan, sub-

village, village or town). For instance, Asam is the ngiak of Sandema, 

meaning the ancestral founder of Sandema. It is sometimes applied to 

abandoned settlement (ngiak guuk, guuta pi. meaning ruins) or 

interchangeably with the word "origins". For example, the Bulsa will say, "we 

do not known the ngiak of this people" meaning we do not know the origins of 

this people. In other instance, elders use the term in reference the tangbaina. 

When the term landscape was first introduced into American geography in 1925; it was 
used to describe the interrelations between humans and the environment with strong 
emphasis o n h uman i mpact o n natural environment ( Cosgrove 1998). I u se t he t erm i n a 
broad context to include the socio-cultural, economic and political processes that help to 
shape Bulsa landscape, as well as the role of the natural and spiritual landscape in these 
processes. 
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Bulsa also use teng-zuk to mean the universe when they want to 

stress the comprehensive character of the term. W ithin the spiritual world, 

they make a further distinction between the land of evil and bad spirits (teng-

moanung, literally means red world) and good or benevolent spirits (teng-

nalung, which means good under-world). The teng-moanung is the place 

where the evil and bad spirits including the spirits of the dead whom the 

ancestors and nawen have refused admission into the teng-nalung, probably 

because such people have not lived virtuous lives go to reside. 

In every conversation, the Bulsa talk of teng in terms of the universe or 

world. For instance, they will say this world does not only belong to only 

humans but also invisible beings below and above the ground, and in the 

skies. In Bulsa thought, teng in both Its visible and invisible realms forms part 

of the society's universe where their land and cosmology coalesce at one 

level and separate into different spheres at another levels. Thus, Bulsa view 

their land as a cosmos, a being and the universe at different levels. 

The Bulsa also make a distinction between homestead (village 

settlement) which they call yeri-teng (house or compound land to mean the 

settled village) and the uninhabited bush land (goi-teng, means bush or 

unsettled or wild lands). Zahan (1979:20) notes a similar distinction among 

the Tonga to which: 

.... the fundamental opposition seems to be that established 
between inhabited space and the uninhabited bush. The 
village is seen as a basic concept established in relation to 
the bush, the latter being devoid of order and open to chaos 
and confusion. 

Kirby (1986:610) also discusses the opposition and significance of the 

inhabited space (settlement) and uninhabited space (bush or wild) in the 

structuring of the worldviews of the Anufo in the Northern Region of Ghana. In 

Bulsa thought, the bush, as opposed to the village, provides food and 

29The Bulsa regard Asam, from which the word Sandema is derived as the legendary founder 
of Sandema (see Schott 1977; Akanko 1982). 
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medicine. It is also a source of spiritual power and the home of the spirits of 

the wild. The Bulsa associate the goi-teng with fear and dreadfulness. 

The Bulsa belief in the spirits of the wild plays an indirect role to 

regulate the use of resources (e.g. hunting, felling of trees and fishing). The 

chichiriisa inhabit trees, rivers and hills in the bush. As such, members of the 

society will not cut down certain trees with unusual size or shape during land 

preparation on their bush farms. Similarly, the Bulsa will not fell such trees for 

fuelwood or timber for fear that they will hurt the spirits of the wild who dwell 

them. The presence of groves in the bush and along streams is attributed to 

the fear that spirits of the wild dwell in such places, and this fear also serves 

to deter people from exploiting woods or making farms nears such features. 

The same applies to fishing in certain rivers and streams which are the abode 

of the spirits. 

Within the settlement, the Bulsa belief that certain trees such as the 

drought resistant gigantic sized Baobab are also places where important good 

spirits within the village reside. The tree attracts a lot of curiosity by virtue of 

its shape and size, and is focal and rallying point of religious rituals and for 

open-air social events and socialization. Members of the society use the tree 

as a reference point to locate directions and as demarcation post to identify 

their fields or lands. For hunters, fishermen and other Bulsa who have lost 

their way in the wild, the sighting of a Baobab tree is guarantee that a village 

is near by. Besides, socio-cultural or religious importance of the tree, its 

various parts serves a wide range of uses. The leaves and seeds are used to 

prepare soup and the fruits as a flavour for drinks. In addition, the pulp of is 

used to make porridge and its fibre from the bark is processed into ropes and 

bags. The tree also has medical uses. According to an elderly woman, the 

fruits also treat intestinal infections and asthma, and the bark and leaves 

mixed with other herbs to treat boils. In an interview with one Bulsa extension 

officer, he explained that besides its socio-cultural importance, the baobab 

serves as windbreak and helps to conserve biodiversity. He explained that the 

nectar from the Baobab attract bees and other insects useful for pollination of 
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crops and its soft hollows are hideouts for several wild species such as wild 

cats, pythons and bats. In addition, its extensive root system helps to check 

erosion and the annual shedding of its leaves serves as manure. In summary, 

the special place of and relationship with the baobab in Bulsa socio-cultural 

and economic life human is manifested in the naming of children after the tree 

(e.g. Atuik for men which means baobab and Atuik-pok and Atuiklie for 

women, meaning baobab's wife and daughter respectively). As a sanctuary 

for spirits and protective powers, it is common in Bulsaland to see the trunk of 

the Baobab tied with a strip of white calico or local textile, signifying members' 

peaceful co-existence with the tree. 

6.3. LAND AND THE SOCIO-CULTURAL AND ECONOMIC 
LIFE 

The primacy of farming in the study settlements makes land the most 

fundamental property a nd the main natural resource base in Bulsa society. 

Despite the economic importance of land to the Bulsa, they never conceive of 

their land only in terms of its utilitarian value but also its religio-ritual 

significance in their daily lives. In Bulsa thought, both the mythical and 

utilitarian components are intrinsically intertwined and linked to the ancestors, 

the earth gods, rain gods, personal deities and the spirits of the wild. Thus, 

the concept of land transcends economics. One elderly male informant 

explained that: 

Land is a living being, and like all living beings nawen created 
it. Land is part of nawen and belongs to him. I have not in my 
entire life and through my dealing with land issues in the clan 
heard of anyone who claims to have absolute ownership over 
the land as a personal property such as his hoe, cutlass or 
cloth. The land belongs to the ancestors, the earth gods and 
spirit world, and is part of nawen. Despite the fact that all 
members within the clan have parcels of land allotted to them 
by the head of their domestic units (family or lineage heads), 
or by their respective land custodians, such individual holders 
have only user rights. 

One other land custodian contended that no one could claim absolute 

ownership of land, for it is a living being and the gift of and part of the 
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ancestors and earth gods. In reference to land ownership the Bulsa say that 

land is ngiak-tiirim, which means gift of the ancestors. Elders, heads of 

various domestic units and the land custodian only have caretaker rights over 

the land. The land can only be successfully and fruitfully cultivated with the 

blessing of the ancestors and the earth god. Members of the society express 

this through the numerous offerings to the ancestral and earth gods prior to 

the start of and after the farming seasons. 

Contrary to the general assertion that that the land belongs to the earth 

and ancestral gods and is under the custody of the land custodians, a few 

informants suggested that it the chief own the land. In their view, the chief, 

instead of the land custodian holds all lands in trust on behalf of the people. 

My key informants denied and disputed this claim, and said such responses 

were misleading. Out of the thirty-eight Informants who expressed the view 

that the land is owned and controlled by the chief, thirty-four came from the 

same village and clan of the village chief. I suspect that these informants who 

hold the view that the chief owns the land wanted to exaggerate the powers of 

the chief as having not only control over the people but also the land. As a 

Bulsa, I was immediately aware of the falsity of this perspective i.e. I was 

aware of the difference between this view and that of other Bulsa. 

6.4. LAND TENURE SYSTEM 

In Bulsa, land tenure is a delicate and sensitive issue. I have observed 

and noticed that land tenure has the potential to spark off inter-clan and inter-

ethnic conflicts either directly or indirectly. Ethnic or inter-clan violence over 

land has always been a common phenomenon in most parts of northern 

Ghana since the pre-colonial and colonial periods, and the situation is little 

changed under the post-colonial state (Bening 1996)). Ethnic clashes in many 

other parts of northern Ghana have been linked to land ownership, access, 

rights and use (ibid). 

Land tenure refers to the systems of ownership, title to, and control of 

land and its uses. It covers all those relationships that determine the various 



174 

and varying rights and authority of the individual and the group over land and 

its resources (Renne 1947; Kasanga 1993; Migot-Adholla 1990, 1996). 

Several scholars have provided detailed information on land tenure in 

northern Ghana (see Benneh 1976; Bening 1967,1973, 1976; Pogucki 1968; 

and 1962; Kasanga 1988, 1990; Ollenu 1966). From the colonial to the post-

colonial period, many changes have taken place that have affected the 

traditional functions of the land custodian and altered the various forms of 

land tenure system. Illiasu (1975) noted, prior to the establishment of formal 

chieftaincy, the land custodians were the politico-ritual leaders among the 

stateless groups. In modem Bulsa, the chief exercises political authority but 

his powers over land matters is restricted to his own family holdings if he also 

happens to be the genealogical senior of his family or clan. 

6.5. ORGANISATION OF BULSA LAND TENURE SYSTEM 

To set my discussions in perspective I begin this section with a brief 

overview of the problems that I encountered in the process of researching 

Bulsa land tenure. This is to allow my readers to appreciate the contradictions 

concerning the Bulsa descriptions, definitions and explanations of Bulsa land 

tenure system other related concepts. 

The connection between land tenure and the genealogical histories of 

how the various clans came to occupy the land they now own makes land 

tenure a sensitive topic. Bulsa consider land tenure information as private and 

secret, which they must only pass down to members within the group. Some 

clans came to possess their land through wars or other unpleasant methods 

and as such, people are uncomfortable talking about land tenure especially 

with other Bulsa with whom they do not share kinship ties. Thus, except within 

my own clan, custodians from different clans were sceptical, suspicious, and 

reluctant to provide detailed information about their land tenure. These 

suspicions are understandable considering that land is a source of both 

material and spiritual power. 
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Another problem was that some of the land custodians viewed me as a 

person in a position of power with connections to the district administration, 

and as such, they talked to me as a potential spokesperson rather than 

talking about how the land tenure system works. Instead of answering my 

questions or telling me about how land ownership is organised and the 

functions they perform as custodians, they indirectly sought public sympathy 

and support from me over how badly the state in collaboration with some local 

chiefs treat them or try to usurp their power and role. They were selective in 

what they would say and chose to talk about subjects that interest them, 

rather than answering my questions. 

To overcome these obstacles and limitations I relied on observation 

and other informal discussion with friends, relatives and other acquaintances 

from these different clans to supplement the data I collected from land 

custodians. I also had to rely heavily on my own clan (Bilimonsa), where I met 

minimal resistance from the land custodians. 

6.6. LAND TENURE TYPES 

Land tenure i n B ulsa society i s a combination of d ifferent types and 

forms of land holding and ownership, which frequently overlap. Ownership 

consists of a bundle of rights and duties. Sooroa, taaroa or nyono are the 

three critical terms that one encounters in the discussion of Bulsa land tenure, 

especially ownership and user rights. These terms, which have varied 

connotations in Bulsa society especially in the description of their land tenure, 

are the nearest equivalents to the English term ownership. The Bulsa do not 

make any clear distinction between these terms except by context. Thus, 

Bulsa land tenure has a complex dynamics making it difficult to find well-

defined terminologies to describe what prevails in the society. To deal with 

these complexities I rely on folk terms to describe Bulsa land tenure system. 

The Bulsa use of the verb own (soa, ta) conjures multiple meanings 

depending on context. The verbs soa and ta, mean to own, to possess, to 

claim ownership, to hold or to be in the possession of. The nouns nyono, 
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soaroa and taaroa mean holder, bearer, proprietor, master, lord, leader, 

custodian, tender, owner, representative or a person responsible for 'things" 

including gods, land and people. Bulsa say that ka mi ni soa tengka, literally 

meaning I own the land or it belongs to me, but the phrase actually refers only 

to user rights of the person. Similarly, 'mi ale tengka-nyono,' translates as "I 

am the custodian of the land" or "I am responsible for the land". The 

distinction between nyono (custodianship) and soaroa or taaroa (ownership) 

is sometimes vague. Bulsa use the noun sooroa or taaroa more strictly for 

personal possessions and other property types (clothing, hoes, cutlasses, 

houses) and nyono when they talk of responsibility and custodianship, 

especially over the land and shrines. Although teng-nyono is used frequently 

to describe the person who is responsible for land and presides over all land 

matters, the term also denotes chief or leader, a person responsible for the 

people. Kroger (1992:289) notes that the Bulsa also frequently use nyono to 

form and describe conceptual categories. For instance nyina-nyono (owner of 

teeth, used for dogs, lions, leopards and hyenas) or venta-nyono (venta 

means lie or leader/owner of liars). The meaning of the term nyono for both 

custodians and chiefs is only clear in its context of use. 

Bulsa will often say that nobody, not even the land custodian, owns the 

land: da wai ale soa tengka, ka wen ale kpilingima ale soa teng-ka, meaning 

nobody owns the land; it is nawen and the underworld that own the land. The 

teng-nyam as custodians are only responsible for land matters towards the 

community of the living and the dead, but actual/real ownership resides in 

Nawen, the ancestors and land gods. Consequently, the Bulsa never talk of 

land as being owned in the sense of private possession or property (sooroa) 

like a hoe, horse or bicycle, which the possessor can dispose off (sell) at will. 

The varying meanings attached to the term ownership in Bulsa usage make it 

impracticable to give a concise definition of Bulsa land tenure terminologies in 

Western terms. In summary, as Schott (1988: 95) remarks, the term nyono in 

Bulsa society involves quite a different notion from the English word 'owner". 

According to him, the equivalent of the word owner, nyono means a person 
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responsible for "certain things" (e.g. gods, persons, land, rain etc). In the 

context of Bulsa society, the word nyono does not primarily mean or imply 

that the nyono has full command or control over things but that he/she is 

responsible for these things towards the community of the living and the dead 

to which he belongs (Schott, 1988:95). 

6.6.1. Custodians and land tenure types and holdings 
The different Bulsa land tenure types correspond closely to the 

historical sequence of the arrival of the first people to settle in the area. The 

first people to settle in an area usually claim automatic ownership of the land. 

Senior custodians in Bulsa are from the families of the first groups to occupy 

the area. 

Akanko (1982) notes that, in the early part of the settlement of Bulsa, 

which he estimated to have began in the early 1700's, people acquired land 

through first arrival, first claiming ownership basis, and various other means 

or methods (gifts, wars or cession). For instance, an earlier settler who 

acquired I arge t racts of I and m ight g ive p art o f i 11 o a I ater a nival e ither i n 

exchange for friendship or protection (common defence against enemy 

attacks). According to oral histories, it was common for groups to acquire land 

through conquest, cession, and compensation for a crime or as a payment to 

avoid war. If a member of one clan accidentally killed a person from a 

neighbouring settlement or clan, the guilty group could give land as 

compensation to avoid war. Two land custodians who control a large portion 

of the land in Bilimonsa (in Sandema) claimed that their ancestors were 

warriors who waged a number of wars on the earlier settlers and took 

possession of the land. Three other custodians with large tracts of land under 

their control claim that their ancestors acquired such lands either by waging 

wars on the first settlers or the first settlers gave out their land in return for 

protection. The various accounts on how land custodians and their families 

came to be in-charge of land confirm earlier statement that land ownership 

stems either from being first to discover or settle on the land, or from historical 

factors such as wars. 
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The key principle that governs Bulsa traditional land ownership and 

administration is communalism or collectivism. The land custodians are solely 

responsible for land matters but they do not act alone, consulting with village 

chiefs, other custodians, soothsayers, elders and other opinion leaders before 

they take any final decision on major land issues. Decision-making on land 

issues is generally by consensus but influential personalities and individuals 

of high social and economic status such as chiefs play major roles in the 

decision-making process. Opinion leaders and chiefs wield considerable 

decision-making powers in matters that relate to the adoption of formal land 

management practice and granting of land rights to outsiders and non-Bulsa. 

The importance of consultation between custodian, chiefs and other 

stakeholders in Bulsa land decision-making processes may be masked to 

visitors, because, unlike the chief who is more visible to outsiders because of 

his political functions, land custodians take a less obvious role. For instance, 

Bulsa chiefs act as spokespersons for their villages and are usually the first 

officials with whom visitors (including government and non-government 

officials) come into contact. As result of the prominence of the chief, casual 

observers may sometimes believe that he is the sole decision maker. 

To put my discussion on Bulsa land tenure in context, it is important to 

recapitulate briefly how the Bulsa society is organised. Each of the twelve 

villages, in the Bulsa d istrici has a senior land custodian and a number of 

lesser custodians at the sub-village and clan level. In my discussion of Bulsa 

land tenure, I will use Sandema as a case study to illustrate the different 

levels of custodians in Bulsa society. Although there are minor variations in 

land tenure arrangements across the different villages in Bulsa, there are 

more similarities than differences. 

Although the Bulsa have no specific names or titles for the different 

custodians at the various levels (village, sub-village and clan), they identify 

each custodian by the context and level (village, sub-village, clan and lineage) 

he occupies. For example, members refer to the custodian by the name of the 

particular village or clan (e.g. the custodian for the village of Sandema or the 
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sub-village of Bilimonsa). To distinguish between various types of custodians, 

I will use the terms "premier" for the custodian at the level of the village and 

"lesser" for sub-village, clan and lineage level custodians. To make a further 

distinction between the different levels of lesser custodians, I will use terms 

such as clan and lineage custodians. One of the major differences between 

the different custodians is the extent of their power and control over land. I 

should also emphasise that the position of custodianship for all the levels is 

hereditary and moves from the most genealogically senior male to the next in 

line within the group. 

As noted in chapter two, the land custodians are the religious heads 

who oversee land matters. As trustees of the land, custodians are unlikely to 

refuse a request by members of their communities to use vacant land for 

cultivation or building compounds since the land belongs to the ancestors and 

must be distributed among the living members who are their descendants. 

Among the Bulsa, it is a great sin to deny a member of the society land for 

cultivation if there is vacant land. However, increasing family sizes has led to 

a certain degree of rigidity in the allocation of family lands to people outside of 

the clan or group. 

Land custodians perform a larger number of functions centred on 

landownership, accessibility, control and management. They deal with socio-

cultural and legal matters connected with the land and its resources, 

particularly the physical and spiritual health of the land. Their main functions 

can be summarised as follows: 

i. Allocation of vacant lands to members and strangers. 
ii. Settlement of land disputes and conflicts under their jurisdiction. 

iii. Maintenance of the health of the land (physically and spiritually) 
through periodic offerings they make to the earth gods and ancestral 
gods of the founders of their groups. 

iv. Enforcement of traditional rules on land use and agreements. 

Two key terms that feature prominently in discussions of custodians 

and land gods in Bulsa society are tangbain, tangbaina pl., the primary or 

main earth gods and taung-kuuk, taung-kuuksa pl., secondary or minor earth 
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gods and shrines. To make a distinction between the two shrines, I refer to 

the person who presides over a taung-kuuk as taung-kuuksa owners and 

those over tangbaina as custodians. When a custodian gives out land to a 

stranger or a non-clan member, with time, good conduct and upon request 

from the stranger, the custodian may erect a taung-kuuk for him. In Bulsa 

thought, the taung-kuuk is 'the child of the earth god' and it seals the 

relationship between the parties. The owner of the taung-kuuk is a 

representative of the custodian and the taung-kuuk represents the earth god 

of the area. 

Before a custodian erects a taung kuuk for a group, he first consults 

with the other lesser custodians and elders within his kin group. If the request 

is acceptable to the living members of the family, the custodian then consults 

a diviner to find out the opinion and wishes of the ancestors and the earth 

gods on the request. It is after the ancestors and the earth god have given 

their final approval that the custodian will arrange a day to perform the ritual 

of building the earth shrine for group. The custodian in consultation with 

elders of his group will choose a feature (tree, dugout, rock) on the landscape 

within the settlement area as the taung kuuk shrine. After choosing the final 

site, and performing all the required rituals, the custodian officially hands over 

the shrine to the leader of the group. 

The taung kuuk gives the owner limited authority and power to preside 

over land matters on behalf of the original custodian. He gives the taung kuuk 

owner limited powers to make decisions including the authority to distribute 

land under his control to members of his group. The tang-kuuk owner has no 

rights to make major sacrifices to the tang-kuuk or give out land to strangers 

or people outside his group without notifying the primary custodian. The five 

lesser custodians in Bilimonsa indicated that owners of taung-kuuk never 

become custodians in their own right. However, it does appear that with time, 

it is possible for an owner of taung kuuk to become lesser custodian, and this 

is likely to occur when it becomes quite difficult to trace the original lesser and 

premier custodians from whom a person has acquired a taung-kuuk 
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6.6.2. The premier custodians 

At the level of the village (Sandema), the premier custodian is the 

genealogical senior male member of Asam's line. Although the most senior 

custodian, his area of jurisdiction is less well defined, and he himself is a bit 

ambiguous about defining his role. Attempts to have him define his sphere of 

control were futile. All the lesser custodians in Sandema respect the premier 

custodian as the living father of Asam's groups, but the latter has no real 

control over the former. Observations reveal that real control and ownership, 

disbursement and management of cultivated and uncultivated lands including 

rivers, forest and hills in Sandema fall under the lesser custodians at the 

lower levels (sub-village, clan and lineage). Thus, in practice, the premier 

custodian neither has control over land matter outsides his immediate 

families/clan nor over the other custodians at the sub-village and clan levels. 

For instance, the lesser custodians do not report directly to the premier 

custodian of Sandema. As such, it is not an exaggeration to say that the 

position of the premier custodians in Sandema is more notional than real 

regarding the ownership and control over the lands in Sandema. From both 

interviews and observations it appears that the premier custodian of 

Sandema is a titular figure whose opinion is only sought when there is a 

serious conflict between two lesser custodians. In such cases, the parties 

involved in the conflict usually request that the premier custodians intervene. 

Village chiefs also contact the premier custodians of their settlements in 

matters that relate to the land. In Sandema, a representative of the premier 

custodian serves in the council of elders of the chief to advise him on land 

issues. 

6.6.3. Lesser custodians 
The n umber of I esser c ustodians p er s ub-village d epends I argely on 

the number of clans within it. The sub-section of Bilimonsa in Sandema has 

six major clans and each has its own lesser custodian. The most senior lesser 

custodian of the sub-village presides over religious and ritual ceremonies in 

connection with the land. Besides presiding over the major earth god of the 
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sub-village, the most senior custodian is the caretaker of the ancestral shrine 

ofAbiling, the founder Bilimonsa, a sub-village in Sandema. 

The other five lesser custodians preside only over the ancestral 

shrines of the founders of their respective clans and the earth shrines within 

their groups. They are independent of the senior lesser custodian and are not 

directly answerable to him or the premier custodian of Sandema. However, 

the five lesser custodians seek the opinion of the senior lesser custodian in 

major land matters especially if there is conflict between two lesser 

custodians within the sub-village. The lesser custodians also sometimes 

consult the senior lesser and premier custodians when they want to give out 

land to non-Bulsa. 

The six custodians all possess their own earth shrines or gods 

(tangbaina). In addition, there is one taung-kuuk owner. The senior lesser 

custodian of the sub-village of Bilimonsa explained that the founder of the 

clan with only a taung-kuuk shrine is the son of the sister of the founder of 

Bilimonsa and as such has no direct paternal kinship ties with the rest of the 

clans. Since the founder of this clan was a stranger, his uncle Abiling gave 

him a taung-kuuk at which he can make minor sacrifices. The senior lesser 

custodian of Bilimonsa also noted that erecting taung-kuuksa for Bulsa 

strangers and especially people related through the mother is a normal 

practice. He explained that in the past it was common to give land to 

members outside the patrician, and subsequently erect taung-kuuksa for 

them. He however noted that this practice is currently rare because of 

increasing land conflicts between owners of taung-kuuksa and land 

custodians o f c lans t hat g ranted t hem t he t aung k uuksa r ights. O ne s en ior 

tesser custodians (in his 80s) indicated that when his father was the senior 

lesser custodian of the sub-village of Bilimonsa, about thirty years ago, 

conflicts or disputes between lesser custodians and owners of taung-kuuksa 

were quite rare. In Sandema alone, I recorded six cases of conflicts between 

lesser custodians and owners of taung-kuuksa at the time of the fieldwork. 

Among the reasons for these conflicts is that several of the taung-kuuksa 
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owners are overstepping their jurisdictions. Lesser custodians claim that 

owners of taung-kuuksa are either giving out lands to stranger-absentee 

commercial farmers or making sacrifices to the taung-kuuksa shrines without 

their knowledge and permission. One other important condition that owners of 

taung-kuuksa are expected to fulfill is to give part of the sacrifices they make 

to the taung-kuusa shrines to the lesser custodian of the area. For instance in 

Bilimonsa, it is a rule that the lesser custodian gets the hind leg of any 

livestock sacrificed to a tang-kuuk within his area of jurisdiction. The failure of 

owners of taung-kuuksa to meet this important obligation is one of the 

sources of conflicts between custodians and owners of earth shrines. 

6.6.4. Chiefs and land ownership 

The esnkinment, the ritual of conducting chiefs into office in Bulsa 

society does not involve land title transfers, unless the chief is also the 

genealogical senior of his group. As mentioned earlier, chiefs in Bulsa society 

are not necessarily the most member of their group. After the death of a chief, 

all male members are qualified to the contest the position. This means if 

junior member is elected, though he is the political head, all land matters and 

the ancestral shrines of the group go to the genealogical senior of the family. 

Thus, skins (office of chiefs) among the Bulsa do not go with land ownership. 

On other hand, if the chief elected also happens to be the most genealogically 

senior, he combines both functions, but this is rare. The paramount chief of 

Sandema well over a hundred years of age is the genealogical senior within 

his group. By virtue of his seniority, he is also the senior lesser custodian of 

his sub-village, Abili-yeri. The situation among the Bulsa is in sharp contrast 

with what prevails in some parts of northern and southern Ghana. Among the 

Dagomba, Nanumba, Mamprusi and Gonja land is invested in 'skins' 

represented by chiefs, or the Akan groups in southern Ghana and some parts 

of Eweland where there are lands or stool lands. Chiefs in the Northern 

Region are the ultimate titleholders and trustees of the land on behalf of the 

people. Chiefs control and administer stool lands on behalf of a traditional 

group or community. In these societies, the moment a person becomes a 
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chief, as part of his office (stool or skin); he also becomes the custodian of all 

lands classified as stool or skin lands. For instance, all lands within 

Mamprusiland are invested in the Nayeri (paramount chief of the Mamprusi); 

the Dagomba, in the Ya-Na (paramount chief of the Dagomba); Bimbilla, in 

the Bimbilla-Na (paramount chief of the Nanumba) and Gonja, in Yabonwira 

(paramount chief of Gonja). In practice, these chiefs usually delegate the 

control and administration of lands under their control to their sub-chiefs and 

divisional chiefs. 

One main reason for the absence of skin lands in the Bulsa district is 

that the 'stateless' groups had little expansionist ambition as compared with 

the centralised states. Part of the policies of the expansionist states such as 

the Dagomba was to forcefully evict or enslave the indigenes when they 

conquered a territory. Kasanga (1994:6) notes that a respected opinion leader 

and renowned lawyer from one of the centralised states (Dagomba) in an 

interview with him stated that: 

The Northern Region chiefs did not want any trouble when 
they first migrated and or invaded the region. To forestall any 
future troubles with the tendamba (land custodians), almost 
all of them were forcefully evicted or [enslaved]. 

Today, there are only a few villages with custodians in the Northern Region. 

Even where they exist, they do not have power and control over land except 

that they are sometimes mentioned in ordinary conversations as the titular 

heads of the land. In the Northern Region, the indigenes are often referred to 

as conquered people. 

The accepted practice in Bulsa is that all requests for land by strangers 

must pass through a custodian. However, in practice, most strangers and 

land developers do not rigidly follow this procedure. Observations and 

interviews with custodians revealed that developers and strangers in their 

request for land for infrastructural and other industrial development do not 

follow this protocol. There are several cases in the Wiasi-Gbedembilisi-

Fumbesi nee growing valleys where chiefs, without consultation and the 

approval of land custodians, unilaterally gave out lands to developers or 
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commercial farmers. When a chief bypasses a land custodian and gives out 

land, the land custodian may not openly confront or challenge him. However, 

the land custodian and his supporters will often resort to other informal forms 

of protest. For instance, in response to the u surpation of their powers and 

appropriation of their land for stranger-absentee commercial rice farmers, the 

land custodians and their followers in Wiasi-Gbedembilisi valley have resorted 

to either stealing the rice from the commercial farmers' fields at night or 

setting fire to the rice fields just before harvest. The aggrieved land 

custodians and their followers attribute the fires to the disapproval of land and 

ancestral gods towards the commercial nee farmers and their illegal land 

acquisition, and other immoral behaviours (indulgence in sex on the farms 

and disobeying traditional land use regulations). 

Under customary law, commercial farmers must give a portion of their 

harvest to the land custodians responsible for the land they cultivate, but 

instead they give these portions of the harvest to the chiefs. In addition to the 

portions of the yearly harvest, the commercial farmers give money and other 

free services (free tractor ploughing and fertilisers) annually to the chiefs. One 

custodian of Wiasi complained bitterly that the chiefs who are not the legal 

owners of the land are enriching themselves from the land. The actions of the 

chiefs appear to be a major source of antagonism between the chiefs, 

commercial farmers, and the land custodians and their supporters. 

Observations revealed that it has now become an accepted practice 

for outsiders or non-Bulsa, especially government and non-government 

agencies to channel their requests for land either through village chiefs or the 

Bulsa paramount chief. Chiefs are gradually becoming the first point of 

contact for non-Bulsa requesting land for commercial farming. Twenty-three 

out of twenty-nine non-Bulsa commercial farmers in the Wiasi-Gbedembilisi-

Fumbesi said they directed their requests for land through the chiefs of the 

respective areas. They explained that it is much easier to deal with the 

custodian through the chiefs than to deal directly with them. One commercial 

farmer explained that: 



186 

The chiefs are more open and less suspicious than most of 
the custodians. Besides, many of the chiefs have at least a bit 
of formal education or they have secretaries who can read 
and write, and this makes communication between us 
[commercial farmer and the chief] easier. Chiefs are able to 
interpret our request for land in the appropriate terms for the 
custodians who are always suspicious of giving land to non-
Bulsa farmers. I n my o pinion, m ost c hiefs a re q uite familiar 
with government policy on commercial farming and this 
makes them better allies than the custodians, many of whom 
are very rigid in their attitudes towards giving out land to non-
Bulsa. 

Another non-Bulsa commercial farmer indicated that: 

As strangers or non-Bulsa, it is in our own interest to report 
our presence in the area first to the chief of the area as 
traditional protocol requires. The reason is that if anything 
happens to me in the village or on the farm, the chief of the 
village where my farm is located is the first person that I have 
to contact. For example, the chief is the only person who can 
intervene to resolve any misunderstanding that may arise 
between farmers in the valleys and between custodians and 
stranger-farmers. All these issues make it necessary for us as 
stranger-commercial farmers to pass our request for land 
through the local chiefs and the Bulsa paramount chief. 

The six Bulsa commercial farmers expressed similar fears about 

difficulties in dealing directly with the land custodians. One of them explained 

that as a commercial farmer he has to use documents to prove the size of his 

farm and the type of ownership rights he holds to the banks in order to obtain 

financial support. This requires the signature of the appropriate custodian, 

and no custodian will ever sign any such documents, since signing of such 

land title documents to most custodians suggest loss of control over or 

ownership of their land, and permanent alienation. On the other hand, most of 

the chiefs understand these issues and sometimes go out of their way to sign 

such papers on behalf of their groups. 

Five divisional chiefs confirmed that non-Bulsa, government, and non

governmental agencies channel their request for land through them. Although 

all the chiefs agreed that land matters fall within the domain of the land 

custodians, they suggested that as political heads they have veto powers 
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when it comes to granting land rights to non-Bulsa, especially for major 

commercial activities or settlement. There a few cases where chiefs have 

vetoed the granting of land rights to strangers or non-Bulsa, usually in cases 

where a chief believes the group requesting the land has an undesirable 

character. In Fumbesi, the chief vetoed granting land to Fulani herdsmen 

although the land custodian was prepared to give the herdsmen some land to 

settle. The chief of Fumbesi explained that the Fulani herdsmen have become 

a major nuisance in recent years because of the destruction their livestock 

cause to crops and water bodies. Allowing more Fulani in the area was going 

to worsen the situation and cause more conflicts. As the political leader of the 

area, he opted to veto granting land to these Fulani, in order to protect his 

people and the land. The chief of Sandema at one point threatened the 

Kantoasi with an expulsion order. The Kantoasi/Yarisa (Moslem group 

believed to be of Mende origin) have been settled in Sandema Central for 

over a hundred years. Among the major reasons for the threat was that the 

Kantoasi have become arrogant and show little or no respect for the Bulsa 

and their culture. There were also allegations that the group has developed 

bad habits such as conniving and collaborating with non-Bulsa to steal Bulsa 

farmers' cattle. When these allegations became a major concern to many 

Bulsa, the chief threatened the leader of the group with ejection orders If he 

failed to take measures to curtail the anti-social activities of which the 

Kantoasi are accused. The Kantoasi chief acted swiftly and apologised. The 

chief of Sandema withdrew the expulsion order, and cordial relationships 

were restored. It appears to me that the power of the chief to eject stranger 

settlers is probably one of the reasons stranger-farmers in the Wiasi-

Gbedembilisi valley prefer go through the chiefs to acquire land rather than 

dealing directly with the land custodians. 

On custodians' accusations that chiefs usurp their functions as the sole 

distributors of land, all five chiefs interviewed denied almost all the 

accusations. These chiefs claim that it is a normal practice for strangers, 

government and non-governmental agencies to pass their land requests 
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through chiefs. One divisional chief explained that any time a chief receives a 

request for land from a non-Bulsa, the first thing the chief does is to call the 

appropriate custodian or custodians for discussion and consultation. After the 

appropriate custodian and the chief have discussed the request, the 

custodian would usually ask the chief to defer any decision on the issue until 

he has consulted other senior members of his family and clan. The custodian 

then goes back and holds a series of discussions and consultations with his 

family and clan elders. In addition, the custodian will consult soothsayers to 

find out the opinion of the ancestors and the earth god on the appropriateness 

of the request. After all the necessary consultations and discussions, the 

custodian on behalf of the group conveys the position of his party back to the 

chief. According to one village chief, in situations where there are sharp 

disagreements b etween t he c hief and t he c ustodian, t he c hief i nvites o ther 

custodians and elders of the area to take part in the discussion. In his opinion, 

the final decision in such disagreements is always based on consensus. 

Chiefs sought to portray that the final decision to grant or not grant land to 

strangers lies with land custodians. However, my observations revealed that 

in cases when a custodian was reluctant to grant permission to government 

and non-government agencies request, chiefs usually persuade or prevail 

upon the custodian to release such lands. Two divisional chiefs admitted that 

they sometimes have to intervene to persuade custodians to release land 

when they find a request legitimate or the granting of a request would benefit 

the entire society. There are several examples where chiefs have prevailed 

over custodians to release lands for development and I will give one example 

to illustrate this point. 

In 1979, the national government requested land to build a secondary 

school in the Bulsa District. Three sub-villages (Bilinsobsa, Bilimonsa and 

Katuesa) occupied the site the government identified as the most suitable 

location for the school. Settlers had lived and farmed in this area for an 

unknown period. Although the District needed a secondary school, long a 

dream of the paramount chief, granting permission to the government's 
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request meant relocating the three sub-villages. Initially, the custodians and 

their followers in the three affected settlements resisted the idea. They argued 

against t heir relocation b ecause s everal of their I and g ods and s h riñes a re 

located within their present settlement. As such, custodians were afraid they 

would lose some of their gods and shrines and thereby their rights to land. 

They also feared that the government would destroy their shrines, especially 

sacred groves, to make way for the school. To these communities, destroying 

their shrines and gods would mean lost of contact with their religion, the 

essence of their existence. For the elders of these communities, such a move 

was unthinkable as it would bring calamity upon the settlements and make life 

meaningless. In response to these concerns, the chief gave the settlements 

the assurance that they would not be denied access to religious sites within 

the school area. He particularly assured them that their sacred groves and 

other features of socio-cultural importance would be preserved and protected. 

In addition to these assurances, government representatives of both the 

district and regional levels assured the communities that the government 

would give financial support to assist them in their relocation. After a series of 

discussions and negotiations between the custodians and elders of the 

affected areas, the premier custodians of Sandema and the paramount chief 

of the Bulsa, and government representatives, the affected settlements 

agreed to relocation. Although the final decision to relocate the settlements 

was based on consensus, the chief had a strong influence in the decision 

making-process. 

Although shrines within the affected area were preserved and 

protected as promised, the government failed to fulfil the compensation 

aspects of the agreement. The custodians and elders of the affected sub-

villages never even bothered to pursue the case of compensation because 

they viewed the receipts of financial rewards for their relocation as 

tantamount to selling the land and surrendering their control and ownership. 

Contrary to the position taken by the custodians and elders on compensation, 

the youth of the affected settlements I ed by their I iterate youth I eaders a re 
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keen on petitioning the government for compensation for the loss of 

farmlands and compounds. During an interview, one of the youth leaders of 

the affected clans stated that: 

The custodians and elders are not in favour of financial 
compensation. As such, they are reluctant to co-operate or 
support us in any efforts to petition the government for 
compensation for the land we lost to the school. We are sure 
and convinced that if the custodians and elders give their 
support we can force the government to listen to us. 
However, with the negative attitude of the elders towards the 
issue, it makes things difficult for us to pursue the case. 
Nevertheless, we will continue to put pressure on the 
government to do something about the situation. 

The land custodians of the three affected areas indicated that they still 

own the land on which the school is located and they go there frequently to 

make sacrifices to their land gods. Several farmers continue to maintain 

former farms on vacant lands within the school boundaries, and this is 

another source of conflict between the relocated communities and the 

administrators of the school. While the school administrators view the former 

occupants' continued use of fields within the school boundaries as 

encroachment, the relocated farmers see it as their right since the land still 

belongs to them. One relocated farmer maintained that he and his family have 

the right to cultivate lands where there are no school buildings. According to 

him, "we gave the land to the government to build a school and not to the staff 

to make farms". He pointed out that some of his ancestral gods are still in the 

area and this entitles him to use the land. During the fieldwork, a farmer who 

maintained his former fields within the school had a confrontation with a staff 

member over encroachment on the school land. The chief of Sandema had to 

intervene and a compromise was reached. The chief asked the farmer not to 

extend his farming beyond three hundred meters to the nearest school 

building, but he can still use his former fields provided they are vacant. 
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6.7. FORMS OF TRADITIONAL LAND HOLDINGS 

As indicated earlier, Bulsa land tenure is complex and this makes it 

difficult and an oversimplification to classify landholdings into specific 

categories. However, for analytical purposes, three main forms of 

landholdings combining user-rights, ownership and control can be identified. 

The custom of communal ownership that land belongs to the community, the 

ancestors and other various gods put under the trusteeship of the land 

custodian, and which must not be sold or treated as economic factor of 

production applies to all the types of land holding 

6.7.1. Communal land ownership and property rights 

Communal or collectivist land ownership is the typical practice in Bulsa 

society. The entire village, clan, lineage or family, under the leadership of the 

custodian or other unit head, owns land. All undeveloped and unoccupied 

lands fall under this category of communal ownership are for the benefit of the 

entire community. Although these are communal lands, they are still under 

the trusteeship of the custodian. Members of the community and strangers 

can gather and collect firewood, fruits and timber from these undeveloped 

and unoccupied lands. They are also free to graze their livestock and hunt on 

these lands. Depending on the scale of activities undertaken by users of 

unoccupied lands, custom requires that they send a small portion of the 

product from their activities (hunting, collecting or fishing) to the most senior 

land custodian of the area. Fulani herders in Fumbesi indicated that they 

graze their livestock across the bush owned by different custodians and are 

not required to give anything in return for grazing on unoccupied lands. 

However, they send gifts (including money and milk) to the custodian of the 

area where they have established their permanent camp or home base. Thus, 

customarily, all grazing grounds are free in Bulsa and no one including the 

Fulani herders is required to pay for grazing on unoccupied lands in the bush. 

The management, defence or preservation of communal lands is the 

responsibility of the entire community with the land custodian exercising 
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administrative and religious roles. The enforcement of socio-cultural rules on 

the use of community or common resources is the responsibility of the entire 

community. All members of the community have a duty to report cases of 

misuse of resources within communal lands (felling of young and economic 

trees and exploiting restricted zones such as cemeteries, ancestral ruins, 

headwaters and river courses and sacred groves) to the custodian of their 

respective areas. Bulsa society considers it a grave offence against the land 

gods, t he a ncestors a nd t he s pints o f t he w ild f or a m ember t o violate t he 

rules t hat g ovem t he preservation a nd p rotection of s pecific resources a nd 

protected areas. When a member accidentally breaks rules that relate to the 

preservation of communal resources, he/she must approach the custodian 

responsible for the area to perform the necessary pacification rites to the 

earth god. As already mentioned, the Bulsa believe that the spirits of the earth 

and ancestral gods and other deities keep watch on the activities of e very 

individual in the community, and no anti-social action, activity and behaviour 

can ever escape their detection. One male elder stressed, "no person in the 

community can ever escape the punishment of the gods for violation of rules 

that govern the use of common resources". He went further to say that the 

gods, especially the earth gods may take some time to react, but the culprit 

will eventually get his or her reward unless he or she confesses to the 

custodian and pleads for leniency by performing the necessary rites. My 

observation reveals that most non-literate, non-Christians, and non-Moslem 

Bulsa are aware that the earth god has zero tolerance, and this fear keeps 

people from deliberately breaking restrictions connected to the earth gods. As 

a result, non-literate Bulsa, especially those who practice the traditional 

religion continue to recognise land use regulation both in practical ways and 

symbolically. 

6.7.2. Private lands and ownership 

Private lands are pieces of land that individuals own, or over which 

they exercise user rights. Although individuals exercise user rights over this 

category of lands, in practice, real authority and control over such land still 



193 

resides in the land custodian of his/her domestic group and the community. 

The individual acquire private lands through a number of ways (e.g. 

inheritance and gift from his father or family members). An individual can also 

acquire private land directly from a land custodian within or outside his group. 

In the case of inherited private lands, real control still lies in the genealogical 

senior of his group (family, lineage or clan head). Thus, users of private lands 

only have user rights but not the right or power to own and dispose of such 

lands. 

When a person (Bulsa or non-Bulsa) acquires tenancy rights to use 

land, traditional custom requires him/her to send a small portion of his/her 

crop after every harvest to the land custodian of the area. The items 

(foodstuff) tenants sent to the custodian are used as offerings to the land god, 

the giver of life. Any other services the tenant provides the custodian, such as 

contributing labour to assist him on his farm are traditional protocol that 

expresses the tenant's appreciation to the custodian and to the earth god. 

Giving these gifts is similar to a tenant paying rent to the landowner, though 

the Bulsa never consider the transaction as a form of rent in the economic 

sense. My observations revealed that members of the land custodian's family 

are not totally exempted from this practice, as they also provide food Items 

and livestock at the end of every farming season to the land custodian as 

offerings to the earth god. 

When a Bulsa acquires land for building a compound, long-term 

possession is implied. In contrast, requests for land for agricultural activities 

by an outside group or different clan are usually for a limited period (one to 

three farming seasons). Unlike non-group members (members from outside 

the custodian's clan) who are required to renew their user rights yearly or 

periodically, members within the custodian's clan are not required to renew 

their tenancy or user rights. Land custodians usually give commercial farmers 

limited tenancy rights (one year) after which they must renew. The tenancy 

rights custodians give commercial farmers, especially non-Bulsa can be 

revoked easily and with short notice if the commercial farmer fails to fulfill his 



194 

obligation to the custodian or chief who granted him the user rights. 

Custodians can also revoke the user right of commercial farmers if they 

commit serious crimes against the land. 

It is also part of the Bulsa traditional land holding arrangements that 

when a custodian gives land out to a non-clan member or stranger for either 

settlement or cultivation, the user of such land must sends a portion of fruits 

from economic trees (dawadawa or sheanuts) to the custodian of the area. 

This arrangement is to remind the present generation of the tenant that he 

only uses but does not own the land. Observations and complaints from 

custodians reveal that commercial farmers flout these protocols. For instance, 

most commercial farmers cut down economic trees and refused to send any 

proceeds from economic trees to the custodians. When members of the 

custodians' clans or families go i nto these commercial fields themselves to 

collect the proceeds from economic trees including timber and firewood, the 

commercial farmers prevent them. The attitudes of the commercial farmer, 

particularly in preventing members of the custodians' families access to 

collect fruits from economic trees, firewood or timber are a major source of 

conflict between the two groups. It is also one of the main main reasons 

custodians are reluctant to grant land to commercial farmers. One custodian 

in the Wiasi area complained that: 

The commercial farmers do not respect us [custodians and 
their families] and flout all the rules that govern the use of our 
land and its resources. They cut down young economic trees 
indiscriminately, refuse to send some portion of the crop to us 
as offering to the land gods, and prevent us from entering 
their fields to collect nuts, wood and timber, and yet there is 
little we can do, but we are sure the land gods themselves will 
deal with these farmers. 

Another custodian lamented that It is difficult for them to enforce traditional 

land use rules when it comes to commercial farmers because of their strong 

connections with chiefs and other people in higher authority to protect them. 

He explained that most commercial farmers illegally acquire their lands 

through the chiefs and see no reason to pay attention to the custodians and 
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traditional rules. As I have mentioned earlier, this informant reaffirmed the 

yearly burning of the rice fields as an act of the land gods and the ancestors 

in response to the antisocial activities of the commercial farmers and their 

workers in the fields, and their refusal to follow the traditional rules of land use 

and land acquisition. 

One other feature of private land holding is that when a tenant fails to 

use the land or renew his tenancy, the land automatically reverts to its original 

owner or custodian. There is however an exception to this rule. When a 

custodian has erected a shrine for the tenant, after the death of both the 

original custodian and tenant, the descendants of the original custodian are 

still theoretically in charge of the land but they can never reclaim it because it 

is a father's gift. There is a popular Bulsa saying that 'ba kan logsi kwoaba 

terimoa', which means you cannot abrogate a father's gift. All the same, the 

descendants of the original tenant must still inform the head of the 

descendents of the original custodian when they are giving land to an outside 

member. 

6.7.3. Government landholdings 

Currently, government landholding in the Bulsa district is limited to 

lands acquired by the government for infrastructural purposes: government 

buildings, forestry reserves, schools, hospitals, state farms and dams. Both 

custodians and chiefs vaguely accept that some parcels of land are owned 

and controlled by the district assembly, which represents the central 

government. Many government lands in the Bulsa District, like many parts of 

Northern Ghana, have been acquired through legislative and statutory powers 

without proper compensation to the landowners. These compulsory 

acquisitions render government ownership unrecognised by landowners. In 

the view of most land custodians, the government and its agencies at the 

district level, like any other individuals only have user rights over lands 

classified as government land, and the real ownership and authority over 

such lands still resides in the land custodians. Custodians argued that 

government officials sometimes consult with them, asking them to pour 
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libations or perform prescribed rituals before government lands are 

developed. They further indicated that they resist government requests to 

pour libations when they feel that in the acquisition of such lands, the 

government ignored them. Under such circumstances, chiefs sometimes have 

to intervene and prevail upon custodians. However, the degree to which 

custodians can resist also depends on the age and the influence of the chief. 

Chiefs, who are chronologically older than custodians, sometimes put 

pressure on them to perform rituals that relate to land acquisition even if they 

feel their powers have been usurped. The practice whereby chiefs consult 

custodians to pour I ibations before government puts structures or develops 

public lands is a direct acknowledgement that custodians are still the supreme 

authority over land matters. 

Kasanga (1992) provides a comprehensive analysis of 

government/public land acquisition and its effects on land use management. 

According to him, where government has compulsorily acquired tracts of land 

for large-scale developments such as the Tono and Vea dams, families who 

owned those lands received no compensation. Households were displaced 

creating landlessness and further intense competition for land, and this has 

resulted in poverty and more land misuse and degradation. At the time of my 

fieldwork, there were a number of conflicts between landowners/custodians 

and government and its representatives at the district level over the latter's 

encroachments on government lands. 

During an interview with the Bulsa District Chief Executive, the political 

head of the district, he indicated that the District Assembly has little or 

minimal control over government lands in the district. According to him, most 

decisions on government land in the district are taken at the regional and 

national levels, in Bolgatanga or Accra. This means that the district assembly 

cannot or is incapable of taking decisive actions on government lands. This 

problem of management of public land at the district level was summarised by 

Woodman (in Kassanga 1994) at a symposium on "Private rights for public: 

agriculture, environment and ownership" at the University of Waeningen, in 
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the Netherlands. Speaking on the topic, "Common rights for private good: The 

allocation of proprietary rights in Ghanaian agricultural land". He points out 

that d espite the government d ecentralisation policy, real control a nd power 

over land at the district level still rests with the national or the regional 

government. He stressed that the concentration of power at the national level 

makes it difficult for government representatives at the district levels to pursue 

land use and management policy effectively. A senior civil servant at the 

district level made a similar remark, and pointed out that "the local 

government has little power over government land even with the government 

decentralisation policy". According to him, even if the District Assembly wants 

to carry out sustainable land use development within public lands, it has 

neither the financial capacity nor the power with which to promote such 

developments. 

6.8. DETERMINATION OF LAND BOUNDARIES 

As already indicated, the first clans to settle at a particular site usually 

claim ownership of the tract of land surrounding it. Custodians make strong 

claims of knowing the precise boundaries of lands under their control. They 

mention features such as trees, watercourses, minor paths, groves and rock 

outcrops as markers they use to determine the boundaries of their lands. 

From experience within my own clan, these features are usually vague 

frontiers rather than precise boundaries that separate lands of one clan and 

settlement from the other. Other custodians claim that in addition to natural 

physical features, they use hidden markers, which are known only to land 

custodians. However, no informant was prepared to specify these hidden 

features, except referring to them a s "some things" without a n ame. I I ater 

came to know through an elderly family member that these hidden features 

include materials such as rocks, potsherds, and sheanut and groundnut 

shells, which custodians bury on the borders or margins that separate their 

fields from other clans. Sheanut shells take a long time to decompose and if 

they do, they still leave clear traces behind. The problem for users of these 
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markers or memory aids is that their locations are not usually known to other 

clans, a nd may not be readily accepted others. Besides, within the clan or 

family, only a few elders know the location of these markers, and this means 

that after the death of an elder or custodian, the precise location of the 

markers may be lost. 

Although custodians claim they are familiar with where their land 

begins and ends, none is prepared to point out the exact boundaries of their 

land even when there is misunderstanding between families or clans over 

land. The Bulsa believe that if a person makes the least mistake attempting to 

point out the exact boundaries of his land, the earth gods and the ancestors 

will send a calamity or punishment (sickness or crop fail or even death) upon 

him and his family. 

6.9. CONTINUITY AND CHANGE IN BULSA LAND TENURE. 

As I have noted earlier, before the establishment of colonial rule in the 

Northern Territories, the land custodians were the owners of the land and 

deal with all land matter. By the mid 1940s', the British colonial government 

invoked a policy investing all lands (both occupied and unoccupied) in the 

colonial government. The colonial policy of investing all lands in Northern 

Ghana in the colonial administration was based on the notion that unoccupied 

lands in the area had no owners (Pogucki 1968; Benneh 1975; Bening 1976, 

1996; Ollenu and Woodman 1985). Bening (1996) notes that the British 

colonial administration also chose to deal with chiefs on land matters instead 

of the land custodians. The colonial administration justified its takeover of 

lands in the Northern Territory by claiming that the move would prevent 

developers and investors from taking advantage of the natives, and acquiring 

large parcels of land. This was especially a concern with the opening up of 

the north to investors in the early 1940s' (Bening 1967,1996). It was not until 

1979, long after independence that the Peoples' National Party (PNP), under 

the leadership of the late Dr. H. Liman, reversed the policy, and returned 

lands covered by the instrument to their original owners (Bening 1996). 
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Despite these policy changes on land ownership in Northern Ghana 

and the continued marginalization of land custodians in major land policy 

decisions by the modem state, most land custodians claim that that they have 

always been the true owners of the land. Land custodians in the Bulsa district 

expressed surprise over the government ever taking over their lands and the 

subsequent reversal of the policy. Even custodians who are aware that both 

the colonial and modem political system have interfered and still interfere in 

land ownership and control, indicated that they still maintain and perform all 

their traditional functions and exercise full authority over land and land use 

issues. Based on observation and complaints from land custodians 

themselves, I personally doubt their claim. For example, complaints from 

custodians about commercial farming, forest reserves, and private farmland 

appropriated for government projects suggest Bulsa land custodians and 

users feel the effects of government policy on lands. 

Although the modem state has reverted land in Northern Ghana to its 

original owners, it continues to repeat similar mistakes and omissions made 

by the colonial administration in its dealing with land issues in Northern 

Ghana. From 14 t h to 15 t h December 1995, the Konrad-Adenauer Foundation 

organised a seminar on 'Decentralisation, Land Tenure and Land 

Administration' in Bolgatanga to discuss land administration in northern 

Ghana. The Konrad-Adenauer-Foundation, established in 1964, has its 

origins in the Association for Christian Democratic Education Work, founded 

in 1956. At this seminar, chiefs, scholars, planners and many other 

stakeholders participated. Conspicuously missing at this conference was 

representation of land custodians. The absence of custodians illustrates that 

the government continues to alienate and marginalise land custodians in 

major policy discussions on land issues. 

6.9.1. Commercialisation of land 
In Bulsa thought, land as living being or entity with a life means that no 

human being can sell it as a property. To sell (diak) to the Bulsa immediately 

implies lost power or control over the sold item or property. As a result, 
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custodians cautiously avoided using the term even when there are indications 

that money was involved in land transaction. It does not matter how money 

was involved in the transaction, the Bulsa will interpret it as gift of 

appreciation. To sell land is sacrilegious and can incurs supernatural dangers 

in the form of death, sickness, epidemic and famine from the ancestors and 

the earth gods. The Bulsa prohibit the sale of land, not because it lacks 

commercial value or it is in abundance, but because land primarily belongs to 

the earth god and the ancestors, and the living must pass it on intact to later 

generations in the family, lineage or clan. Selling land in Bulsa implies 

permanent alienation of both the living and the ancestral worlds. Contrary to 

the general position that land is never sold and must not be sold, custodians 

complained of an unauthorised and unscrupulous members of their families 

giving land to strangers for monetary gain. Although, custodians carefully 

avoided using or even directly mentioning the word diak, it was clear that they 

were complaining of land sales. Custodians prefer to use undefined and 

vague phrases such as "rich developers and commercial farmers mislead our 

sons or members of our families with money to g ive out family land". Both 

custodians and occupants are aware that selling of land is unacceptable and 

sacrilegious, and never ever mentioned diak in our discussion. No custodian 

was ready to admit whether the giving out of land by family members to 

strangers for monetary benefits constitutes or amounts to selling the land. 

The custodians only talk about "trying to sell land" when they refer to 

the practice where commercial farmers and state agencies sublet parts of 

their lands to non-Bulsa small farmers and developers in exchange for cash. 

In the Wiasi valleys, big commercial farmers commonly sublet their fields to 

small-commercial farmers for rent. One custodian in the area complained that 

the commercial farmers' subletting of their field is a breach of customary law, 

a serious offence against the gods and the ancestors. This practice of 

subletting lands without the knowledge of the land custodians responsible for 

such lands is also causing conflicts between the commercial farmers, sub-

letters and custodians. 
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Within the central part of Sandema, it is also increasingly common for 

non-Bulsa to give land custodians a small amount of cash in addition to the 

customary gifts of cola, tobacco, a hoe and a hen. A number of land 

custodians (seven out of eighteen) admitted that in recent times some of their 

colleagues receive cash in addition to the customary gifts from non-Bulsa and 

members outside their groups before they grant permission to any request for 

land, especially land to build compounds or for large-scale farming. One of 

the seven custodians indicated that the cash that land custodians receive is 

for buying items to make offerings to the earth god, but not as payment for the 

land. He pointed out "it is an accepted practice to give gifts of any kind to the 

land custodian to make him happy". According to him, the happiness of the 

custodian is important because when he is unhappy with an occupant, that 

occupant will always encounter misfortunes including poor harvest or 

sickness. This custodian went further to say that it is part of the traditional 

practice that when a custodian gives land to a farmer, that farmer 

occasionally organises communal labour to assist the custodian. Since most 

strangers or non-Bulsa cannot fulfill the obligation of organising labour for the 

custodian, they instead provide cash for him to do that himself. In his view, 

people should not construe the transfer of cash as selling the land. He 

queried that when a person sells an item, the buyer takes over the ownership 

and possession of that item, but in the case of the land, even though money 

may change hands, the custodian remains the legal owner and controller of 

such lands. Generally, custodians claim that there is no sale of land in 

present day Bulsa. 

Despite the general claim that land is never sold, one custodians 

complained that one of his sons who uses a parcel of field closer to the 

Sandema central has without his knowledge and permission given part it to a 

non-Bulsa land developer and received monetary benefits. The custodian 

explained t hat b oth B ulsa a nd non-Bulsa d evelopers h ave a pproached h im 

several times in the past requesting that particular piece of land, but that he 

turned down their requests. According to him, the developers even tried to 
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influence him with non-customary gifts such as cement, roofing sheets and 

cash yet he still turned them away. His own sons including the one who 

cultivates the plot tried to convince him to give out the land but he again 

refused, as the piece of land in question is ancestral land and the home of 

spirits of the land god. When I asked the custodian what is happening now 

that his son went behind him and gave out the land, he gave a series of 

responses. The person (tenant) who received the land came back to him with 

intermediaries to ask for forgiveness and to be allowed to go through the 

traditional procedure to normalise his rights to use the said piece of land. 

Upon consultation with his family members and elders, he pardoned the 

tenant and gave him a chance to go through the normal land acquisition 

procedure, which he did. Before granting approval, he warned the tenant 

never to set fire on the nearby grove or cut any of the baobab trees on the 

land, which he agreed to follow. 

When I again asked the custodian of the type of action he took against 

his son, he replied with a proverb, a common technique elders usually result 

to when they want to avoid giving direct answers. He said that 'biak kan domi 

ka biik apaare kobiya' which literally means, the dog will never bite its puppy 

to the bone. Although his son committed a serious offence, the earth and 

ancestral gods as the fathers and protectors of the family are always 

prepared to be considerate and forgiving. The custodian explained that since 

he has performed the necessary sacrifices, the gods have forgiven his son 

and t he family. H e n oted that i f the t enant did n ot take s teps t o rectify t he 

situation, the gods would have punished (in the form of sickness, death and 

any other misfortune) his son and the entire family, and moved on to the 

tenant and his family to inflict similar misfortunes. 

Another major complaint of the custodians is that young literate Bulsa 

and some young chiefs have little respect for them, and flout the traditional 

procedures in land acquisition. Young literate Christians and some chiefs try 

to twist the rules to suit them and only come back to the custodians when 

they run into problems or when they want their support. I observed that 
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custodians phrased their complaints about the usurpation of their powers by 

chiefs a nd other m odem i nfluence o n I and ownership a nd control i n vague 

and general terms. They cautiously give elusive answers to questions of how 

and why things have changed, and about the direction of change. When 

custodians make general statements such as "youth are disrespectful and 

less sensitive to the customary rules that govern land matters", or "chiefs are 

usurping our power", they are not prepared to elaborate on specific cases. In 

the same way, when the custodians mention conflicts, they are not willing to 

talk about how these conflicts were resolved, and will give excuses such as, 

"there is no need to remind young people like you about past bad situations". 

Custodians always find ways to avoid going into details to justify claims they 

make with the usual excuse that, "this is a sensitive issue" or "I cannot talk 

about it with you". Sometimes when I insisted, they would ask me to go and 

find out from a senior member from my family. Although custodians were 

extremely cautious not to mention names of chiefs or give specific cases, a 

few alluded to the numerous conflicts between chiefs and custodians in the 

Gbedembilisi-Wiasi-Fumbesi valleys. 

Despite the refusal of both custodians and tenants to admit openly that 

land sale is gradually becoming a reality in Bulsa society, the inclusion of 

cash as part of the customary gifts for land acquisition indicates that the 

traditional method of land acquisition is gradually changing, at least within 

Sandema township. In addition, conflicting statements from custodians about 

their powers to preside over land matters and land disbursement illustrate that 

land tenure is going through changes. Conflicting statements in the sense that 

at one stage, custodians will claim that they still wield considerable powers as 

the recognised landowners of Bulsa society. For instance, they will insist that 

traditional rules are still enforceable, and that their control over the land 

matter has remained unchanged or little has changed with regards control 

over the land. Yet, at other times, they will contradict these very claims with 

complaints about how things have changed, especially the decline of their 

powers to enforce socio-cultural rules and sanctions on land management 



204 

and acquisition. It was difficult to reconcile these two positions, but it seems 

that at one level the custodians were seeking public support and sympathy 

from me on how they are being treated by the modem state including chiefs. 

Yet at the same time, they do not want to portray themselves as powerless 

and such will never accept any suggestion that their powers are on the 

decline 

6.10. CONCLUSION 

In summarising this chapter, since the advent of colonialisation, 

Christianisation and Islamisation in the Bulsa District, traditional land tenure 

has become affected in several ways. The colonial policy of ignoring the 

custodians and making chiefs to act as if they are the real owners of the land 

has created and continued to contribute the conflicts and tension between 

custodians and chiefs. Under normal situations, the custodian and the chief 

are suppose to co-operate in the enforcement of traditional regulations, but 

the persistent conflicts between them makes it difficult for either of them to 

force non-Bulsa commercial farmers complies with the traditional customs. 

Developers and commercial farmers are taking advantage of these conflicts 

and tensions between chiefs and custodians to exploit the land any how they 

want or deem fit. In addition, chiefs sometimes entertain fears about the 

connections of these farmers with people in high offices in the regional or 

national capitals. These rich farmers sometimes use the their connections to 

people in high offices to intimidate the chiefs, and this makes them entertain 

fears that these commercial farmers can give bad reports about them which 

will endanger the chances of their settlements benefiting from government 

development projects or assistance. Lastly, non-Bulsa commercial land users 

and developers appear only to recognise the national law or local area 

bylaws, which are enforceable through the state judiciary system as legally 

binding. As a result, they flout the traditional customs on land tenure 

arrangements and land management, yet both concerned chiefs and 
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custodians are helpless, leaving them with only informal forms of resistance 

such as setting fires to farms of violators of traditional land use rules. 
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CHAPTER 7: TRADITIONAL ENVI ROM ENTAL 
KNOWLEDGE 

7.1. INTRODUCTION 

Since the domestication of plants and animals, some ten thousand 

years ago, human management of the environment in the form of promoting 

culturally important plant and animal populations, has not gone unnoticed 

(Lee and Daly [Eds.] 1999). The promotion of land sustainability, 

enhancement of soil fertility, and selection of plant and animal species were 

carried out through a wide spectrum of strategies. Burning, trimming or 

pruning, thinning, selective harvesting and breeding, mulching, transplanting, 

weeding and water diversion were part of the domestication processes 

(Blackburn and Anderson 1993). Gottesfeld (1994) notes that the use of the 

lifecycle of animals and habitat manipulation through deliberate clearing or 

burning to promote better forage for game have had long histories. 

In this chapter, I discuss the role of Bulsa traditional knowledge 

systems in resource management regimes in general and land use in 

particular. I place emphasis on Bulsa environmental knowledge, particularly 

their ethnobotanical classifications and typologies of their soils. I also pay 

special attention to the Bulsa use of indicator species to determine soil and 

land suitability, capability, fertility and use. To set the chapter in context, I 

briefly discuss key concepts and terms that are related traditional knowledge 

in general and Bulsa ecological knowledge in particular. Issues such as how 

Bulsa traditional knowledge is formed, maintained, preserved and passed on 

from one generation to the other in a largely non-literate society are also 

discussed. Finally, I discuss importance seasonal markers and Indicators 

species (the use of the planetary system, vertebrates, animals and birds) in 

the planning and execution of Bulsa land use activities. The aim of the 

chapter is not to provide exhaustive coverage of Bulsa knowledge systems on 

their environment, as I will have the opportunity to discuss in detail the 
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application of their ecological knowledge in land use management in chapter 

eight. Rather, my focus here is to discuss Bulsa ecological knowledge with 

particular attention to soils, a crucial element in land use management. 

7.2. TRADITIONAL VERSUS SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE 

Agrawal (1995) provides an elaborate discussion on the differences 

between traditional/indigenous knowledge (TK/IK) and scientific knowledge 

(see Wolfe et al 1991). Chambers (1991:83), a development practitioner calls 

TK 'rural people's knowledge or the people's science' and defines it as 

The cumulative body of knowledge systems including 
concepts, beliefs, perceptions and practices that evolved 
through adaptive processes and strategies held by people of 
a specific indigenous society. 

Chamber's definition clearly illustrates the current and typical rhetoric and 

debates on globalised market systems and the place of traditional society in 

the global economy. As a strong advocate for 'grass root development', 

Chambers stresses liberal philosophical ideals of development and relates his 

definition to this theme. He views TK (ibid.1991:83) in terms of empowerment 

and self-determination of small-scale societies. A number of development 

practitioners, workers and researchers in recent times expressed the same 

sentiment. Roger Blench (Personal communication2000) expressed the same 

fears and pointed out that diversity in small-scale societies tends not only to 

correlate with biodiversity but also represents a major resource of traditional 

knowledge systems. He is critical of globalization and makes a direct link 

between the erosion of indigenous communities including their knowledge 

systems and culture and the globalised market system of knowledge 

production (also see Dei et al. 2000). 

Michael Warren, Jan Sllkkerveer and David Brokensha, who have 

written extensively on the subject and consulted for the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank (WB) on issues ranging from people's 

participation in development to advocacy for the inclusion of traditional 

knowledge in development research and practices, take a similar approach in 
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their definition of TK (see Warren et al. 1995). In a major volume, they co-

edited entitled The Cultural Dimension in Development', Warren et al. (1995: 

xv) define TK as "knowledge that is unique to a given culture or society, 

contrasts with international knowledge system which is generated through the 

global network of universities and research institutions". 

Much of the TK or IK literature is not about ecological relationships but 

about many other fields of ethnoscience including ethnolinguistics, 

ethnohistory, ethnoarchaeology, ethnomusicology, ethnoastronomy and 

ethnomedicine. Although some of these fields may be less directly related to 

ecological issues, they do have some indirect effects on the acquisition, 

transmission, distribution and preservation of traditional ecological knowledge 

(TEK). Much of TEK is based on long-term generation and transmission of 

knowledge about the local environment. TEK provide a unique historical 

perspective into how society through the years has dealt with risk 

management and adjustment to changing environments. The ways people 

exploit and manage their resources, including farming, hunting and fishing, 

land management and maintenance, and water conservation constitutes 

much of the subject matter of TEK (Agrawal 1995, Chamber 1991; 

Cruikshank 1998). As Johnson (1992) points out, TEK, or environmental 

knowledge (EK), begins with the study of species identifications and 

classification, and proceeds to the consideration of peoples' understandings 

of ecological processes and relationships through socio-cultural idioms. TEK 

is about the survival of the individual and the larger community within the 

physical and spiritual environment: how humans interact with the natural and 

spiritual worlds through cultural idioms. Areas directly related to TEK include 

ethnoecology, ethnobotany, and ethnopedology. Martha Johnson (1992:4) 

defines TEK as: 

A body of knowledge built up by a group of people through 
generations of living in close contact with nature. It includes a 
system of classification, a set of empirical observations about 
the local environment and a system of self-management that 
governs resource use... With its roots firmly in the past, 
traditional ecological knowledge is both cumulative and 
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dynamic, building upon experience of earlier generations and 
adapting to new technological and socio-economic changes 
of the present. 

Berkes (1993:3) echoed the same view and defines TEK as: 

Accumulative body of knowledge and beliefs handed down 
through generations by cultural transmission, about the 
relationship of living beings [including humans] with one 
another and their environment. 

TK is formed, maintained and distributed within the socio-cultural cultural 

matrix of society. Despite the wide scope of TK, there are salient attributes 

common to the various definitions. Scholars and researchers are unanimous 

that TK or TEK varies among members of a particular society. According to 

Johnson (1993:3), the quantity and quality of knowledge held by the individual 

depends upon a person's gender, age, social-economic and political status, 

intellectual capability and professional association; hunters, ironworkers, 

potters, healers and diviners possess different types of knowledge systems. 

To situate my discussion on Bulsa TK in perspective, it is critical that I 

define some key terms. For the Bulsa, the term we gloss as "tradition" is ngiak 

in Bulsa society, meaning the past, old, ancient, ancestral or grandfather's 

ways or practice, as opposed to modem, jindem, which means, today, 

nowadays or present. This difference is of critical importance because Bulsa 

land use and management decisions is partly related to what they view ngiak 

or jindem. The Bulsa make a distinction between traditional and modem 

knowledge system and talk of former as ngiak-yam meaning their traditional 

ways of knowing as against the ways of knowing derived from the Western or 

from formal institutions such as schools which they call jiidem-yam felik-yam 

or peelim-yam, {jindem means modem). They also jindem-yam as felik-yam 

or peelim-yam (felik means Western or white and peelim, outside or foreign) 

Ngiak-yam is past knowledge or knowledge developed within the context of 

Bulsa society and thought system. One male elder summarised ngiak-yam as 

ngiak-tuima, meaning lessons, work or practices of the ancestors or our 

ancestral way of life. What he implies is that Bulsa traditional knowledge 
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encompasses the traditional beliefs, customs, and practices they learn as 

members of the society through practice, participation and teachings of the 

elders. Oral traditions constitute the main repository of Bulsa ngiak yam. 

Ngiak yam is experiential and forms an integral part of society's belief system. 

It also includes ideas from outside that the Bulsa have accepted, adopted and 

worked into their existing knowledge systems. 

Although I do not intend to go into the etymology of the term felik, 

suffice it to say that it is a loaded term with multiple meanings. It is common in 

Bulsa to hear the term "felik-yam" sometimes used as a derogatory term for 

native Bulsa who are fond of misinterpreting Bulsa practices and issues or 

have a poor understanding of common Bulsa customs, taboos and other 

socio-cultural practice. When a Bulsa talks openly about issues that are not to 

be discussed within public domain or at the wrong time and place, his/her 

fellow Bulsa will often describe such a person as possessing only felik-yam. 

Bulsa sometimes use felik-yam to refer to Christians and local elites who 

have little or minimum respect for or understanding of traditional practices and 

protocols. Felik is also associated with modem power derived from education 

or p ol itical a uthority. For e xample, B ulsa w ill t alk o f felik-pagrem, m eaning, 

outside or white person's power in reference to government representatives 

or even sometimes chiefs. They also talk of sukuri-felik (person in-charge of 

school or education officer) or asibiti-felik (health inspector or in-charge of 

health affairs). In either case (asibiti-felik or sukuri-felik), the term does not 

necessarily mean white person, but a person in authority or in-charge of 

affairs, or whose powers have historical roots in the colonial period and 

present national government. 

It is also important to note that except by context, the Bulsa make only 

a vague distinction between the two English terms, knowledge and wisdom, 

and refer to both simply as yam. However, in certain instances and contexts, 

they may occasionally referring to wisdom as jakpak-yam (jakpak means old 

age, meaning old age or elders' knowledge). Jakpak-yam is a specialized 

form of knowledge whose acquisition is based on a number of interacting 
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factors including age, experience, status, occupation and natural gift (inborn 

and secret knowledge). They infrequently use jakpak-yam to describe the 

ability of a person to think deeply about issues that form the basis for human 

existence. Bulsa elders are expected to possess wisdom to allow them 

interpret customs and rules that govern the society, and to deal with specific 

problems that arise out of particular situations. 

As already mentioned, ngiak-yam are lessons and knowledge including 

practical common sense teachings, experience and practices, beliefs, 

attitudes and conventions accumulated by the ancestors and elders, guided 

by them, and passed down to the present generation, and which will be 

handed down to unborn Bulsa. With the consent of the ancestors and gods, 

new lessons and ideas are added or incorporated into the existing knowledge 

base. Bulsa adopt new ideas and practices and incorporate them into their 

traditions, as long as such ideas and practices do not deviate substantially 

from or are not in conflict with existing practices. Bulsa land users are in fact 

quite adventurous and eager to experiment or to adopt innovations. However, 

they do this with a measure of caution and judgement, and against the 

background of existing traditional practices. For instance, if a change is 

substantial and there is significant departure from existing practice, approval 

must first be sought from the ancestors, earth gods and other divinities. If the 

gods and the ancestors approve of an idea or practice, elders make offerings 

and perform rituals after which they will gradually incorporate the innovation 

into the existing traditions or practices, or at least begin to give a trial to the 

innovation. This means changes can occur but will become part of the 

traditions as long as the ancestors who guide the actions of the present have 

accepted and sanctioned such changes. 

Apart from some paranormal knowledge, knowledge is never inborn; 

the individual assumes an active role in acquiring it. The role of the individual 

in knowledge acquisition is clearly brought out in this Bulsa proverb: 

Yam ka talim, fi dan kan gomsi si bu, fi kan ta chikok acheng 
du. Knowledge is a field, if it is not cultivated, it cannot be 
harvested. 
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The quality of yam an individual possesses depends on one's efforts to learn, 

to associate with the right people and to participate in community activities. 

To a cquire y am, o ne h as t o I isten t o t he e Iders a nd r epresentatives o f t he 

various gods and divinities, participate in the group activities and socialize 

with group members. Members believe the gods communicate with humans 

through their earthly representatives (elders and custodians of the various 

shrines) a nd i n t he p rocess p ass o n yam to t hem. By I istening a nd p aying 

attention to elders and the custodians of the shrines, society benefits from this 

revealed knowledge from the gods. 

Another major attribute of Bulsa yam is the ability of the person who 

possesses it to use it to benefit society or to solve problems. However, there 

are some forms of wisdom and knowledge the Bulsa regard as evil, bad or 

antisocial. The Bulsa call this type of antisocial knowledge, yam-biok (biok 

means bad) because it is counter-productive. A male elder explained that a 

person who manipulates or deceives others purposely for his or her selfish 

ends or uses his/her intellect in a way that is socially and morally 

unacceptable in Bulsa society may possess specialized knowledge but such 

knowledge is dangerous and counter productive. Genuine wisdom or 

knowledge is directed to human welfare and well-being. Consequently, the 

Bulsa regard any wisdom or knowledge that falls short of this moral criterion 

as antisocial and destructive knowledge, and as such, members despise it. 

7.2.1. Nature and scope of Bulsa TK and TEK 
While many authors (e.g. Slikkerveer 1989; Berkes (1993; Agrawal 

1995, Chamber 1991; Cruikshank 1998) distinguish between TK and TEK, 

the Bulsa do not make any such distinction between the two terms except by 

context. The Bulsa do not view TEK and TK as separate entities, and refer to 

both as ngiak-yam. As a result, I use these terms interchangeably as the 

Bulsa do in my discussion. 

Ngiak-yam in Bulsa is heterogeneous and relies on the socio-cultural 

environment for its support, transmission, protection and preservation. In 

Bulsa, traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) is a component of the broader 
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field of traditional knowledge (TK) or of ngiak-yam. The Bulsa will not 

deliberately make a distinction between traditional methods of sowing, 

weeding, harvesting, hunting, fishing and weather forecasting which 

constitute much of the subject matter of TEK from TK, a broader term which 

includes knowledge on Bulsa protocol on greetings, marriage, burials and 

other socio-cultural rules which may not be directly related to the environment 

or ecology. For instance, in Bulsa society, much of Bulsa ngiak-yam 

incorporates ecological knowledge which is aII about rules and practices to 

ensure the maintenance of balance between the spiritual and natural worlds, 

a critical condition for the healthy and proper functioning of the society. Bulsa 

knowledge of the geography of the area, survival strategies, and the rules and 

conventions that govern the use of resources constitutes substantial part of 

TEK. 

The Bulsa, by living in and observing their ecosystem over many 

years, have accumulated a vast wealth of knowledge about their environment 

and developed appropriate production techniques to exploit it. The Bulsa talk 

about effective methods of land use suchas weeding, ploughing, planting, 

harvesting, crop rotation, identification of indicator plants and so forth which 

every Bulsa has the chance to acquire. Although I will discuss specific cases 

of the application of their TEK later, It is important to say that the knowledge 

of taxonomies of plants and animals, the use and management of resources, 

are all part of individual and communal ecological knowledge and skills. 

I do not intend to claim that the Bulsa knowledge system, any more 

than their socio-cultural institutions, is perfect in all respects. However, a 

proper understanding of local knowledge systems and institutions by change 

and development agencies is necessary and prerequisite for any sustainable 

development intervention and land use in particular. This is particularly crucial 

as it is becoming increasingly clear that there are crises in development, 

especially in the third world, and that mainstream Western development 

policies and knowledge systems have failed to address or provide answers 

(Chambers 1991). It m ay be true that certain socio-cultural institutions a nd 
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knowledge systems of the Bulsa are obsolete, outmoded and play a 

detrimental role in resource development and sustainable use. Yet at the 

same time, there are larger areas of resource use and management in 

traditional society where Bulsa socio-cultural institutions and local knowledge 

play beneficial or indispensable roles. Even what we may classify as bad or 

poor cultural resource or land use practices must be well understood by 

change agents in order to assist them to recommend other alternatives. The 

specifics of such cases will be dealt with in chapter eight. 

7.2.2. Generation, distribution and preservation of Bulsa TK. 

TK/TEK in Bulsa society fall under two major categories: general and 

specialised knowledge. General knowledge comes from several sources 

including everyday experience, observation, conversation and socialization 

with other members within and outside of the domestic group. It is a type of 

knowledge, which members of the society obtain from their participation in 

activities such as farming, hunting, gathering, planting and harvesting, and 

travels. This type of knowledge as part of the oral culture is shared and 

exchanged in the form of stories, proverbs, taboos, norms, and other socio-

cultural mediums. The long-term generation and transmission of this type of 

knowledge offers Bulsa society a unique and historical perspective of their 

ecosystem and on how to adjust to risks in the exploitation of resources. 

In contrast, only certain members of the society by virtue of their 

status, occupation, age, sex, or through extraordinary encounters or 

circumstances have access to specialized, revealed and paranormal 

knowledge. For instance, ritual knowledge of hunting, fishing, rainmaking and 

cultivation of specialized crops is only within the domain of heads of families, 

households or compounds. Hunters, farmers, smiths, potters, soothsayers, 

medicine people, religious leaders, rainmakers and land custodians holds 

different types of secret knowledge that relates to their occupations or 

statuses. 

Unlike general knowledge, the acquisition of most specialized 

knowledge requires a person to go through some ritual and special training. 
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Most specialized knowledge has a heavy ritual and mythological content 

because much of its acquisition is dependent on contact with the invisible or 

spirit world and the gods. The Bulsa believe that people who possess 

specialized knowledge are endowed with special powers that permit them to 

call upon the supernatural world including the earth, rain and ancestral gods, 

and the spirits of the forests or skies to induce success in activities such as 

cultivation, rearing, hunting, fishing, potting and blacksmithing. One can only 

acquire ritual knowledge such as the knowledge to communicate with the 

rain, sky and earth god if he is member or head of the group, and has 

participated in prescribed rituals and ceremonies. For instance, iron working 

is a specialized form of knowledge exclusive to only members especially 

elders, of iron working communities. Ironworking is heavily ritualized and only 

known to the elders or people within the inner circle or of blacksmiths' 

families. Only the elders of the iron working families have the secret 

knowledge and power to communicate with the god of iron. 

Another source of revealed knowledge is through what the Bulsa 

describe as extraordinary encounters or circumstances and special calls from 

spirits or gods. The Bulsa believe that twins or persons bom during the 

eclipse of the sun or moon have special powers and secret knowledge about 

the physical and spiritual worlds. The same attributes go with any person 

known to have survived an extraordinary accident during hunting or who 

escaped death under miraculous and circumstances. Specialists such as 

soothsayers and medicine people acquire the knowledge of their professions 

through special calls, extraordinary encounters or from their families. 

It is also a common practice to dedicate children at or before birth to a 

deity or a guardian spirits (segi). The Bulsa believe such children possess 

some specialized knowledge because of their association with a particular 

god or deity. For instance, depending on the powers of the shrine to which a 

child has been dedicated, he/she may have the ability to predict the future 

and recount past events. Individuals with this type of paranormal knowledge 

(knowledge not acquired through direct experience, observation or activity of 
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the mind) are able to predict events by communicating with supernatural 

beings. Some soothsayers, sorcerers and spirit mediums are also believed to 

possess this type of paranormal knowledge 

The acquisition of knowledge especially, general knowledge is a 

collective activity. Bulsa competence in agriculture and ecological knowledge 

systems is transferred through group and peer associations, and communal 

or group activities such as rituals, sacrifices, festivals and communal farming, 

which are common in the area. At farming parties, elders expect young men 

to demonstrate their skills and knowledge in farming and other ecological 

issues and the h ost sometimes rewards young men who excelled in these 

communal activities. For instance, at father in-laws' farming parties, 

marriageable girls are encouraged to choose the men who demonstrate that 

they are good farmers and have good knowledge of survival strategies, a sign 

of a good husband. A lot of agricultural and environmental knowledge 

including land use management is acquired through group associations, age 

cohorts and participation in communal activities, particularly farming parties. 

Other important sources include intermarriages and travel. I will provide two 

Bulsa maxims that underscore the collective acquisition of knowledge in the 

society: 

Yam ka tuik, nuryeng akan bagi abobi ato. 
Knowledge is like the trunk of a baobab tree and no one 
person can embrace it with both hands. 

Numaba baye akan juk yam. 
Two or more people together cannot be denied of wisdom. 

Baobab trees with huge trunks are dotted over the Bulsa landscape. As noted 

earlier, there are beliefs that these trees possess spirits, and as such, are 

venerated. The maxim underscores the Bulsa belief that acquisition of 

general knowledge is a collective venture that requires the cooperation of 

other members of the society. The second maxim underscores the Bulsa 

philosophy that there is knowledge or wisdom in a group's decision or in 

consultation. 
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The heads or elderly members of the household are major sources of 

TK/TEK for t he rest of t he family a nd d omestic u nits. O Ider m en a re m ore 

accustomed to giving instructions to younger people. The distribution and 

acquisition of TEK is age related, and elders or older people are 

acknowledged as the repositories of wisdom. While this may be a true, 

knowledge is by no means limited to them as there are cases while young 

people are far more knowledgeable. For instance, my brother who acted as 

my fieldwork assistant is far more knowledgeable than many of my older 

uncles in many aspects of Bulsa knowledge including TEK. As mentioned in 

chapter three, elders in the clan frequently consult this young man on certain 

sensitive issues restricted to only elders. I will give a Bulsa proverb to 

illustrate limitless of knowledge: 

Biik adan nari wa nisa a bey wa ade ale kan gan kpangsa. 
If a child washes his hands well, he eats with the elders. 

The proverb contradicts the generally held view of that the quality of 

knowledge or wisdom a person possesses or acquires is predicated upon 

age, gender and social status. Regardless of one's age gender or social 

status, if one demonstrates that he/she has wisdom, the decision makers in 

the society will invite him/her to participate in brainstorming for solutions to 

problems within the society. Biik (child) as used in the proverb in a broader 

context goes beyond age to include gender and social status. Another Bulsa 

proverb to illustrate knowledge and wisdom is not limited to a person's age 

status or gender says: 

Yam akpiem nab. 
Wisdom surpasses the chief 

The chief despite all his powers still has to listen to other people who may 

possess s pecialized knowledge regardless of their gender, age, status and 

occupation. This is probably one of the reasons Bulsa chiefs draw their elders 

from different age groups and backgrounds. 

Besides their peers, children leam practical and social skills from their 

parents and older people (mostly relatives) within their compounds. It is 

normal practice for older persons in the family to teach young members about 
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ecological and other land use practices including weeding, sowing and 

identification of crops from weeds. When I asked questions such as who 

taught you to do this or that, the usually answer is, my parents. Young men 

indicated that they learned about the various soil types from working with their 

parents and other members of their families. While girls leam more during 

their early years from their mothers, in their later years they leam more about 

land use and the environment from their husbands' groups. Girls generally 

leam more about land use activities that relate to their gender roles such as 

sowing, harvesting, and cultivating of particular crops such as vegetables. 

Boys, on the other hand, tend to focus on male related activities. In addition, 

by herding the livestock, boys leam a lot about ethnobotany including when 

and where they can find particular species, especially edible plants and good 

pasture. Since boys take the livestock far away from the village settlement to 

look for good pasture, they also leam about weather changes such as signs 

of approaching rains and signals of clear conditions before they set out. My 

observations revealed that boys who herd livestock possess good ecological 

knowledge, especially on weather changes and the location of edible wild 

berries, they know the type of clouds that bring heavy rains, winds and 

rainstorms. 

The acquisition of certain aspect of TK/TEK is also in whole and part 

related to gender. While both men and women possess in-depth knowledge 

about soils and the environment, women appear to be avid observers and are 

more sensitive to environmental changes. They are usually the first to notice 

changes such as a crops' health or worms or a locust invasion of a field. 

Women are also the first to notice the approach of drought, and the decline in 

soil moisture and fertility. This assertion was based on a series of questions 

administered to both men and women as to who will be the first to notice 

changes including the health of their crops and invasion of insects. Out of 

fifty-three male informants who responded to the question, forty-two indicated 

that women are always the first to notice the invasion of worms, insects and 

the declining fertility of the land. Twenty-four out thirty-eight female informants 
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agreed with the men. However, the men contended that if the changes were 

rapid and not gradual, men would be the first to notice it. A male farmer 

explained that unlike men who may not return to the same field after weeding 

until it is weedy again, women are frequent visitors to the fields and are bound 

to be the first to notice any slight changes in crops' stands, health and growth. 

Women collect vegetables for soup from the farms regularly, almost on daily 

bases, and this gives them frequent contacts with the fields. He went further 

to stress that women are scared of reptiles such as toads, chameleons and 

other insects, and these fears make them cautious and careful observers 

when they fetch vegetable from fields. These indirectly make them pay 

attention to changes in the fields. A male confirmed that his wives usually 

draw his attention to fields that are weedy or need transplanting. Women 

were also better at giving statistics on yields. Male farmers frequently direct 

questions to their wives on the quantity of yields per plot. Twenty-three out of 

thirty-five married men who were asked about the statistics of their previous 

year referred such questions to their spouses. 

Another source of ecological knowledge is through government and 

NGO institutions such the agricultural extension departments, Christian 

missions and schools. Boys and girls also acquire practical and social skills 

about the environment including soils and land use through the formal 

educational system. Agriculture is taught in most schools at the junior and 

senior secondary levels. Most schools in the area also have experimental 

farms. Unfortunately, I could not extend my research to these formal 

institutions to find out exactly the type of ecological knowledge children 

acquired, or what is taught in the formal schools, and whether there is any 

difference in ecological knowledge between children who attend school and 

those who stay at home. From my own experience going through the same 

educational system, students leam many practical lessons by participating in 

school farming activities. However, a lot of lessons boys and girls leam in 

school are quite different from what their counterparts who stay at home 

receive from their parents under an informal setting. From experience going 
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through the same educational system, we were taught in school that the 

acceptable practice is to sow crops on pure stands and on rows and to do 

total weeding. Based on my own experience, at school, the emphasis was on 

modem farming techniques and teachers always reprimand or penalise pupils 

who use traditional techniques when they work on a school farm. 

As part of their activities, some missions have established agricultural 

NGOs in the district to assist farmers. In the Bulsa District, the Presbyterian 

Mission and Catholic Church Agriculture stations are active in agricultural 

extension such as the provision of extension services and farm inputs 

(fertilizer, plough and spare parts, seedling and seeds, and financial support) 

to local farmers. Over two hundred farmers have registered with the 

Presbyterian Agricultural Station and they benefit from various extension 

packages. The two NGOs, have introduced new systems of land use and 

other agricultural practices into the area, some of which have gradually 

become incorporated into pre-existing land use management systems. These 

include deliberate tree planting, the bullock plough, and the small-scale 

irrigation systems that complement the traditionally limited dry season 

farming. 

In conclusion, the differences in TEK between men and women, and 

young and old as observed and revealed through interviews, demonstrate 

that agricultural labour is socially organized and performed, and fit within the 

broader socio-cultural structure of Bulsa society. 

7.3. SOILS AND LAND CLASSIFICATION 

With the pioneering work of Berlin and his colleagues, the area of 

ethnobotanical has since then attracted the interest many scholars from 

diverse disciplines. Berlin (1992) provides a historical overview of 

ethnobotanical classifications). As Brown (1985) and Hunn and French (1984) 

note, some of these classifications reflect a rich repertoire of local peoples' 

knowledge of the environment. 
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Much of my discussion in this section will be on ecological knowledge, 

particularly the attitude and perception of Bulsa farmers towards the physical 

and natural environment (soil classification and identification) which has direct 

relevance and implications to my study. I will discuss and examine the 

interplay between Bulsa socio-cultural institutions and the natural 

environment, technology and other practical considerations on the semantic 

structure of Bulsa soils, as well as the degree to which the organization of 

local soil classifications is either culture-specific or has broad application 

outside the group. 

7.3.1. Approaches to Soil and Land Classification 

Although there are several approaches to soil classification, my main 

interest is in vernacular or folk system developed by ethnoscientists and 

social scientists (Williams and Ortiz-Solorio 1981; Sherman 1981). However, 

to situate my discussion in perspective I will start the section with a brief 

review of the scientific approaches technical scientists use to classify and 

describe soils. Physical scientists tend to focus on deeper soil horizons, which 

represent fixed characteristics of a soil, and strive for universal applicability of 

their results. Technical scientists make use of pedogenetic criteria for their 

semantic categories and present an etic organization of soil categories. 

Schutjes and Van Driel (1994) point out that the technical scientists are 

primarily concerned with invariant soil characteristics, which permit the 

assignment of a soil type to a single class. Consequently, the technical 

scientist largely tends to develop hierarchical classificatory systems 

(Niemeijer 1995). One major problem of this approach is that physical 

scientists tend to pay minimal attention to the local land users' own 

classifications and perceptions of their soils and lands. Sikana (1993) 

criticizes the physical scientific approach, and stresses that it is extremely 

important for soil scientists to incorporate land users own perspectives into 

soil classification as crucial elements for the implementation of land use 

intervention policy. However, he notes that folk soil classification should not 
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be regarded as replacement or substitute for the scientific approach, but 

rather to complement it. 

Ethnopedology is not a new, yet it was not until in the middle of the 

1970's that anthropologists and geographers vigorously began to emphasize 

the role of folk classification in land use management, and for the 

understanding of local environmental changes and management schemes 

(Williams and Ortiz-Solorio 1981). Since then both social and technical 

scientists have shown a growing interest in indigenous soil taxonomies, 

underscoring the importance and the recognition of the field (Dialla 1993; 

Schutjes and Van Driel 1994; Sherman 1981 Furbee 1989; Niemeijer 1995). 

The field of ethnopedology focuses on the study of how land users or local 

communities classify and describe their soils (Williams and Ortiz-Solorio 

1981; Sherman 1981; Warren 1992a). The ethnopedologist relies on 

ethnoscientific procedures to classify soils. Tabor (1990) notes that most 

ethnopedologists describe, classify and evaluate soil types mainly on their 

surface or upper horizons, which have direct importance and relevance to the 

farmer. 

Among the several important benefits of ethnopedological over 

pedological studies is that the former facilitates communication by providing 

outsiders (extension workers and researchers) with a language to 

communicate with local land users or farmers (Sikana 1993; Warren, 1992; 

Tabor 1990; WinklerPrins 1998). Tabor (1990) notes that with folk 

classification it is much easier for extension officials to communicate with 

local land users as compared to pedological classifications, which are quite 

difficult for most local land users to understand. Despite this advantage, 

several scholars (e.g. Dialla 1993; Schutjes and Van Driel 1994) express 

skepticisms about the potential value of folk soil classifications because of 

how researchers conduct ethnopedological studies. Dialla (1993) and 

Schutjes and Van Driel (1994) argue that one of the main goals behind any 

indigenous classification is to produce ernie semantic structures or categories 

to facilitate communication between land users and agents of development 
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intervention. However, they argue that the extent to which scholars realize 

this aim depends largely on the approaches they use to capture folk soil 

classification. According to Dialla (1993), the type of approach a researcher 

uses determines the degree to which the resultant classification is etic or 

ernie. Schutjes and Van Driel (1994) agrees with Dialla (1993) and note that 

folk classifications that rely heavily and exclusively on interviews as the 

primary source of data in the construction of folk typologies cannot be said to 

have provided true ernie categories. Schutjes and Van Driel (1994) and Dialla 

(1993) went further to point out that the exclusive use of interviews or weakly 

supplemented by a short period of observation with minimal knowledge and 

understanding of the local culture and language can lead ethnoscientists to 

end up with outsider taxonomic classes in the same manner as the technical 

scientist. Dialla (1993) and Schutjes and Van Driel (1994) also argued that 

where there is high spatial variability and dialectical difference, local 

classification may end up creating barriers within the group, and between land 

users and technical scientists. As such, it is useful for the scientist to adopt a 

common, more general classification that is capable of integrating relevant 

aspects of both local and scientific classifications. 

Despite some of the criticisms and shortcomings of the ethnoscientific 

approach to land and soil typologies and classification, some of which are 

valid, I still opted for it, because one of the main aims of my study is to 

understand how local people perceive, describes and classify their lands and 

soils, which constitutes a critical element in my research. My along stay in the 

field combined with my familiarity with the language and culture of the area 

has permits me to go beyond interviews to look at other relevant aspects of 

Bulsa culture including their language that relate to land use and soil 

classifications from the perspective of the Bulsa farmer. 

7.4. SOILS AND LAND CLASSIFICATIONS 

To understand the relationship between Bulsa folk and the soil 

scientist's soil typologies, I first provide an overview of the scientific 
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classification of soils in the area. This is to allow me to evaluate the extent to 

which Bulsa farmers are aware of the classifications developed by soil 

scientists and to find out how the two systems of classification may be 

correlated. 

Scholars have used different systems to classify and describe soils in 

the Upper East under which the Bulsa district falls. It is beyond the scope of 

dissertation to review these approaches. However, one approach that 

scholars have used is the genesis (soil development) system of classification 

(Wills [eds.] 1962; Lynn 1937). With this approach, scientists classify soils on 

the basis of their mode of formation (biological, physical and chemical 

processes), and how their characteristics and appearances change with time 

and through use. 

In my review of the literature on soils in the area, it became clear that 

there is lack of a recent or an up-to-date soil map for the Upper East Region 

in general and the Bulsa District in particular. Most of the soil maps and 

information on the topic were produced in the fifties and early sixties (Adu 

1972, 1969). Although these works are still useful, most lack details, and 

besides a lot has change since that time. As a result, I have had to rely on 

recent sketchy soil reports from the regional and district agricultural 

departments, the Sandema Presbyterian Agricultural Station and the Manga 

Savannah Agricultural Research Institute at Bawku to provide me with a 

perspective on the soil scientist's classification of soils in the study area. 

In the Upper East like the rest of Ghana, the basic pedological 

mapping unit is the soil series. Soils series describes soils with similar profiles 

formed from a similar parent material and under similar conditions; climate, 

vegetation, relief and drainage (Wills [eds.] 1962; Soil Research Institute 

1996). Soil seríes possess similar morphology or derived from a related 

parent material but are differentiated by relief and drainage. Series combine 

to form soil associations (Soil Research Institute 1996; Adu 1995). 
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Adu (1969) in his soil map 3 0 of the Upper Region, under which the 

study area falls, identified fifty-five soil series, named after local settlements 

and rivers in the Upper East Region. Soils in the Bulsa district fall under the 

Tanchera-Pusiga-Chuchuliga association (Adu 1969). Among the main 

distinguishing features of the Tanchera-Pusiga-Chuchuliga association are 

that much of the soil comprises groundwater laterite developed over granite 

and Brirrimian formations (Dickson and Benneh 1990). Characteristically, the 

soil series within the Tanchera-Pusiga-Chuchuliga association are generally 

shallow and relatively low in organic matter due to less accumulation of 

organic matter of less than two percent in the surface horizon (Quansah 

1990). Adu (1969) attributed the low accumulation of organic materials in the 

surface horizon to high temperatures and annual burning which result in rapid 

decomposition (also see and Asiamah 1992). Hakvoort (1999) also notes that 

except along valley bottoms and in the most southern part of the district 

where soils are heavy and dark in colour, majority of the soils in the Bulsa 

District are deficient in minerals such as phosphorus and nitrogen. A senior 

agricultural officer from the District office also mentioned that a greater part of 

soils in district are grayish-brown and contain a high proportion of sand and 

gravel which gives them a coarse texture. 

Asiamah (1992) identified seven soils series within the Tanchera-

Pusiga-Chuchuliga. Like Adu (1969), Asiamah identified these soil series 

mainly on comparable morphological and geological characteristics including 

relief, drainage and topographical sequences. He, however, discussed only 

five in detail. The first is the Luvisols-Lixisols type, which consists of upland 

soils and are moderately well drained and developed in situ. Some of the 

main characteristics this soil type include an alluvia accumulation of a mixture 

of clay and loamy in their subsoils (Asiamah 1992). Soils here are abruptly 

overlaid by impermeable horizon with Phaeozems and Antrosol occurring 

I have studied these maps from the Manga Agricultural stages but there were no facilities 
to reproduce them in any form. I tried on a number of occasions to convince the officer in-
charge to allow me send the maps down to the nearest town for reproduction but this was to 
no avail. As a result, I have to reduce these maps to narratives as presented here. 
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within them (Adu 1969, 1972). Asiamah (1992) considers Luvisols-Lixisols 

type as the most productive agricultural soils in the region. The second is the 

Leptosols, which is characterised by a greater proportion of stony texture. 

Soils in this category are shallow with a continuous hard rock below their 

surface. Leptosols has about twenty percent of fine grain, which covers an 

approximately seventy-centimetre depth of the surface (Asiamah (1992). 

Although soils that fall under this class are generally poor in fertility, with the 

application of m anure, they are used for the cultivation of bambara beans, 

and for grazing. Vertisols, the third category, is mainly heavy clay soil type 

commonly found along flood plains and depressions along major rivers. 

Characteristically, soils in this category are prone to cracking during the dry 

season but swells up in the wet season. The fourth class is the Plinthosols, 

extensive flat low-lying soils used mainly for rice cultivation. Like Vertisols, 

Plinthosols soils become waterlogged during the rainy season but extremely 

dry when there is no rain due to their poor water retention. According to 

Asiamah ( 1992), typical P linthosols h ave a bout twenty-five p ercent p linthite 

(locally referred to as groundwater laterite). The fifth class is Fluvisols, 

developed from alluvial deposits and found along the valleys of streams and 

rivers, their diagnostic features are the presence of ochric, mollic or umbric 

within the upper horizon. They are most suitable for dry season vegetable 

cultivation. 

7.5. FOLK CLASSIFICATION OF BULSA SOILS 

Bulsa consider the soil as the origin of life, and that rain, plants and 

animals, and their performance is an expression of the will, judgment and 

benevolence of the various gods with nawen at the centre. The Bulsa believe 

that nawen and the ancestral and earth gods punish and reward human 

behavior and this put pressure to on the individual local farmers to respect 

and obey local land use regulations a nd customs. They believe that plants 

and animals have inherent sacred qualities and as such, portions of each 

crop harvested are often set aside as offering to the earth gods and as seed 
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for reproduction; both activities symbolically connected with the soil/land or 

earth. Thus, seed back to the earth/soil for reproduction and offering to land 

gods to facilitate and bless the reproductive activities and regeneration of life. 

The main sources of my data came from interviews, observation, direct 

participation in land use activities and site visits with farmers to their fields. 

The aim for taking this approach is to bring out land users' semantic 

organization of their soils. The Bulsa do not make a distinction between soil 

and land, and talk of both as teng (earth or land). I will follow the same 

procedure in my discussion. Where there is the need to make a distinction 

between the two terms, this will be done. 

7.5.1. Procedures and Techniques of Data Collection 

A number of Bulsa and non-Bulsa specialists3 1 contributed to this 

component of my research. They include Martin Aban and Hanson Apusik 3 2 

(both extension workers with the Presbyterian Agricultural Station in 

Sandema), Daniel Alabadek 3 3 (Zone II District Agricultural Officer) and Moses 

Appiah (the Manager for the Sandema Presbyterian Agricultural Station). The 

identification, classification and description of the Bulsa soils/lands were 

conducted in stages, which in practice, overlap because many of the 

exercises involved moving back and forth between the stages. 

7.5.1.1. Stage one 
My arrival in the field coincided with the beginning of the farming 

season, and I spent the first four months working with farmers to understand 

3 1 Mr. Aban, Apusik and Alabadek are Bulsa. Appiah is a Kusasi but he has been working in 
the Bulsa area for well over fifteen years. 
3 2 Both Aban and Apusik have over fifteen years of experience as extension workers in the 
selected community and were themselves key informants on this aspect of my research. 
They have risen to their present position as senior extension officers through on the job 
training. They have participated in certificate and diploma courses. In the past, they assisted 
researchers and agricultural non-governmental organisations in similar studies and as such 
were knowledgeable in most aspects this component of my research. They were, therefore, 
my main consultants on this aspect of my fieldwork. 
3 3 Daniel Alabadek, a Bulsa, has an extensive knowledge of many aspects of Bulsa 
agriculture including the soils of the area. He is the Zonal II Extension Officer for the Bulsa 
District. He holds a Bachelors of Science degree in Agriculture from the University of Ghana. 
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how they select soils for the various crops. I carried out this task along the 

other components of my work. I began this first stage with the collection of 

soil names from a small sample of twenty farmers. I also conducted a number 

of interviews34 with key informants and family elders. The goal during this 

initial stage was to get a general idea of Bulsa ecological knowledge including 

their soil types to assist me to frame my questions for the main interviews in 

the proceeding stages. Throughout this stage, I actively participated in 

farming activities of my family, also to provide me with better understanding 

and appreciation of some practical aspects of Bulsa ethnopedological 

knowledge, which informants could not readily describe or represent verbally 

or i n words. T he a pproach I a dapted d uring t his s tage p rovided m e with a 

deep understanding of how farmers identify different soil types, classify them, 

and the rationale behind their attitude towards land use changes in practical 

terms. 

7.5.1.2. Stage two 

With the assistance of Martin Aban, I then proceeded to this second 

stage with the main interviews of my sample population. I conducted informal 

interviews with both men and women of all ages. Questions for the interviews 

were developed from information obtained on the basis of how farmers 

describe various soils during interview and on the basis of observations and 

participation in land use activities obtained in stage one. I recorded farmers' 

statements in Buli into my field notebook. This was to help me minimize 

misrepresentation and mistranslation of farmers' ideas from Bul i 3 5 into English 

under fieldwork pressures. From experience, one is more prone to 

3 4 I used semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions rather than a structured 
survey throughout the various stages in the soil research. I took this approach because it is 
the best way to gain a thorough understanding Bulsa soils classification and the reasons 
such classifications. The semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions were to give 
informants greater freedom to go beyond descriptions, identification and classification of their 
soils to talk about linkages between various aspects of the topic such as vegetation, animals, 
organic matter, and soil and land quality. 
3 5 The Buli dictionary (Kroger 1992) gave me access to linguistic information during the 
fieldwork a nd h elped m e t o c larify m isunderstanding oft erms o n B ulsa I and management 
practices especially at this early stage of fieldwork. 
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mistranslation when it is done immediately in the field without reflection and 

consultation, especially for a technical area such as soils. Some of the terms 

farmers use to describe their soils and land types were not easily translatable 

without careful reflection and further consultation and cross-reference with 

Bulsa oral historians36 or my Buli dictionary (Kroger 1992). As this part of the 

fieldwork progressed, I continued to crosscheck and compare the data, and 

especially soil names from the preliminary interviews with my observation and 

information I obtained from the interviews in stages one, and this helped me 

to deal with inconsistencies and redundancies. 

7.5.1.3. Stage three 

At this stage, Aban, Apusik and I accompanied a sample of 

knowledgeable farmers3 7 to their fields where they described, identified and 

showed us the various soils/land3 8 types in situ. These trips allowed me to 

assess and validate farmers' description of soil and land types. I made 

twenty-eight field trips to different fields with different farmers, men and 

women of different ages. 

In the later part of this stage I selected fifteen farmers who I had 

identified as key informants in the early stages of my work and started a 

second round of field trips. Unlike stages one and two, identification, 

I used oral historians here for selected Bulsa individuals who other members of the society 
consider as the most knowledgeable on most aspects of Bulsa society, especially the history 
of the area. The Bulsa refer to them as people who speak korum (speak or tell the history of 
the ancestors). There is a Bulsa proverb, which says that 'Ba kan de korum aming biik-ga 
(literally means, 'they do not eat the history of the ancestors without giving part of it to the 
child. It means the people who tell korum or discuss history should not refuse to discuss it 
with children; it must be shared with them. 
3 7 These are farmers who are well respected by the community for their in-depth knowledge 
and experience on farming systems, soils and lands identification and suitability. I came to 
identify such persons through other informants and family members. For instance, an 
informant w ho m ay n ot k now a bout o ne p articular aspect o f I and use o r is u ncomfortable 
talking about some issues may say that 'such and such a question or questions can only best 
be answered by such an identified person or persons'. Thus, an informant will not hesitate to 
state that I should do well to contact such a person for more advice on a topic. 
3 8 Land type is sometimes use interchangeably with soil types by Bulsa farmers. For 
example, they will talk of loamy soils as sumkpa-lang, means land for the cultivation of 
groundnuts or mua-lung to mean land for rice or valleys. Some farmers will refer to the heavy 
soils in broad terms as valley soils (viak teng which means valley land) and upper loamy soils 
as guuk-teng (hill soil). 
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description and classification of soils were more intensive. Farmers went 

beyond identification, description and classification to talk about the various 

indicator plants associated with each soil or land type. Literate young farmers 

who participated in this stage of the exercise tend provide d escription they 

leam from extension officials. For instance, they refrained from using terms 

such fat, dry, oily, words that were common with illiterate and older farmers to 

describe or classify soils. 

7.5.1.4. Stage four 

Based on the information collected from the three stages, I then 

prepared a questionnaire on the Bulsa soil characteristics and administered it 

to fifty-five selected farmers. At the end of the questionnaire session, Aban 

and I made another round of field trips with ten out of the fifty-five farmers to 

collect soil samples. These field visits were spread over ten days. On each 

day, we made two trips, one farmer in the morning and another in the late 

afternoon. I collected between five to six bags of different soil samples from 

each farmer depending on his or her knowledge on soils. At the end of this 

exercise, I collected fifty-six sample bags of soil samples. 

I labeled each sampled bag and attached a paper with a description of 

the soil type a s provided by the farmer. After having recorded the farmers' 

descriptions, I then removed the papers that bear their descriptions and 

assigned numbers to the bags. I then selected a different group of farmers 

and asked them to describe and classify the soil samples in each unlabeled 

bag. I allowed these farmers to handle the samples and moisten a portion of 

the soil if needed. In addition, I asked them to explain how they identify these 

soil samples and the location (upland or lowland) of each soil type within the 

area. They were also to give the indicator species associated with soil type 

they identify as well as its agricultural suitability. I recorded all the various soil 

types and their description as given by the farmers. 
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To get an ¡dea of how farmers' classifications may differ from the 

literate Bulsa and extension officials I then gave thirty of the bags 3 9 with only 

the labeled numbers to Aban and Appiah to describe and classify. It took 

them three months to finish their analysis and to give me a report. After I got 

their report and entered it in my notebook. The report I got from Aban and 

Apusik a ppeared t o s uggest t hat t heir formal t raining a s e xtension workers 

influenced their classification. For instance, like the young literate farmers 

they never mentioned the local terms such as dry, fat, oily, or juicy that are 

common with non-literate farmers. Instead, they provided the scientific 

classes similar to Adu's classification for each of the soils. Although in some 

cases, Apusik and Aban described certain soils as clayed, sandy, loamy and 

lateritic, they never use local terms such as dry, fat, oily, or juicy which are 

critical to farmers in their analyses. After I went over their report, I then 

arranged to continue with the last phase of the exercise in which I gave the 

thirty b ags o f s amples I g ot from A ban and A pusik t o a nother t en d ifferent 

farmers (who had not taken part in the collecting of the soil samples) to 

identify and describe the soils again. This procedure allowed me to compare 

their results with those farmers who accompanied us to the field and actually 

collected the soil samples. This also allows me to crosscheck farmers' 

descriptions and classification with the analysis that Aban and Apusik 

provided. 

Nine bags out of the thirty bags contained inconsistencies (where 

descriptions were quite different from that given by the farmers who went with 

us out into the field to collect the samples. Some of the inconsistencies were 

either minor dialectical difference while a few (three bags) were actually 

disagreements about soil names between the farmers4 0. W hen I subjected 

3 9 According to Aban and Appiah, the fifty-six bags of samples were quite too large for them 
to do any effective work. Besides, Aban and Apusik complained that their other official 
assignments would not permit them to analyze the entire sample. 
4 0 The inconsistencies and discrepancies were because some farmers mostly elders used 
terms such hot, thin and fat, pregnant or oily while young and women used sandy, laterite or 
gravel, black or deep or simply the texture (sandy and clay) in to their identification and 
descriptions. In addition, young and literate Bulsa tend to use physical appearance such as 
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these nine bags to more analysis (identification a nd description), I realized 

that the most of the disagreements were purely over terminologies. While 

some farmers describe the soils samples in terms of their fertility (e.g. dry, 

wet, oily, fatty, greasy or pregnant or juicy), others classified them in terms of 

texture, weight and colour (e.g. coarse, smooth, clay, sandy and stony, and 

heavy, soft, hard, black and red). According to farmers, the fat, greasy, juicy, 

oily and heavy soils contain much food substances for plants. 

To round off the activities for the stage, I took another ten bags back to 

ten of the farmers with only the number labels and asked them to identify, 

describe and classify these samples again. Five of out the ten were farmers 

who accompanied us to the field to collect the sample and the remaining 

number from farmers who did not participate in the collecting of the samples. 

Again, except differences in terminologies, as experienced in earlier stages, 

this exercise yielded good results. I tried to make the farmers sort out and 

construct general soil taxonomic trees for the soils but this was an 

unsuccessful exercise since this was as I came to realize is quite an 

unfamiliar procedure for the Bulsa farmer. This is not to say Bulsa do not think 

or operate in abstract terms but that they do not organize their thoughts on 

soils in hierarchical terms. 

The initial plan was that after the last stage or the field component, I 

would send some of the soil samples to a recognized soil science laboratory 

in Tamale for further analysis. This, I later found out to be incredibly 

expensive and way beyond my budget. Besides, I was told it would take a 

long time (not less than half a year), and I immediately abandoned this plan. 

The laboratory analysis of the soil samples would have provided me with 

quantitative measures to compare within and between soil types, as well as 

with local qualitative descriptions and classifications given by the farmers. 

However, in the absence of laboratory analysis to give a quantitative vigor to 

colour (red, black and brown) while elders rely on the landscape appearance (vegetation and 
indicator species), soil performance and susceptibility to flooding and other semantic 
structures. 
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the Bulsa folk classification, I relied on the limited and sketchy information on 

soil classification available at the district agricultural department, unpublished 

works on soil profiles prepared by the Sandema Agricultural Station years 

ago. I also relied a lot on the expert knowledge of Appiah and Alabadek as 

already mentioned for the scientific aspect of Bulsa soil taxonomy. I combined 

these various sources to correlate the Bulsa folk classification and description 

with that of the physical soil scientist. Essentially, I based my correlation 

mainly on physical attributes (soils texture and composition, soil suitability or 

fertility, indicator species associated with soil types and uses of each soil 

type). The other major problem, which I have already mentioned, was the 

heterogeneity of local soil knowledge and the dialectical differences between 

the two settlements (Sandema and Fumbesi) and this had to be taken into 

account. Even within a single settlement, farmers sometimes refer to one soil 

type by different names. To deal with this problem I have had to use the 

standard Buli dictionary to harmonize my spelling. 

Finally, I took my qualitative soil taxonomic classes back to the farmers 

for their last and final comments. This was done through group meetings and 

consultation again with my key informants who commented further on my 

typologies. Although the results were very rewarding, minor problems were 

still apparent including correlating Bulsa soils types against the scientific soil 

types or classes. 

In general, the exercise was iterative and innovative. For group 

meetings in which younger people dominate, each individual struggles to 

demonstrate how knowledgeable he/she is and this sometimes brings out a 

lot more detailed discussion on a particular soil type or class. Although It was 

fun and relatively easy to interview and work with younger men, it was equally 

difficult to get them to speak out during group interviews and discussions in 

which older or elders are present. 

One other problem I encountered at the group discussion was that 

women were generally shy and reluctant to participate and contribute, 

especially when older men or men of status were present. In spite of the 
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difficulty in getting a well-balanced representation of women at group 

interviews and discussions, the few women who participated provided 

detailed and unique information on different aspects of soil classes. They 

provided detailed information on latérite, clay, sandy soils and other types of 

soils suitable for the cultivation of vegetable and for plastering of compounds. 

7.6. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

At the end of the whole exercise, I then wrote a report on the entire 

exercise, taking into account the information obtained at each stage. To 

simplify the data into a manageable size, I decided to summarize and 

interpret farmers' identification and description of soils into five major types 

(Table 7.3). I should emphasize that farmers do see these classes in 

exclusive terms; in practice, these classes cut across or dove-tail into each 

other, and this appears to be the reason the Bulsa soil classification cut 

across the Vertisols category of the scientific classification (see Table 7.3). 

Already mentioned, farmers, identified and named soils by their 

characteristics using local terms such as hot for sandy soils, thin, shallow, 

stony or dry for latérite soils, and fat, pregnant, juicy, rich or oily for loamy. 

They also distinguished between soils by their physical appearance such as 

colour (red, black and brown), landscape appearance (vegetation), soil 

performance (productivity, capability, suitability), and their susceptibility to 

flooding. Farmers' description of their soil with terms such as fat, oily, 

pregnant have been either ignored or simply described in different terms by 

the soil scientists. As noted earlier, Aban and Apusik never made mention of 

these local terms, which are crucial to the local land user or Bulsa illiterate 

farmer. 

Farmers also identified the various soil types through their texture (e.g. 

smooth, rough or coarse soils) and indicator species that grow on them. 

Through the excavation of soils for the construction of their compounds, 

making of raised-beds to cultivate certain crops (peppers, tomatoes, sweet 

potatoes, yams) and digging of wells and dugouts for water, Bulsa farmers 
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are familiar with differences in soil profiles. Although farmers are aware of 

colour and texture difference between soil types, only eight farmers stressed 

texture and colour as criteria they will use in the identification of soil types. 

The farmers who stress texture will put some soil between their fingers and 

rub it gently to determine the soil type. All farmers indicate that it is a grave 

offence to the earth god to put soil deliberately into one's mouth or to taste it 

in order to determine or describe the soil type. In Bulsa society, to put soil or 

the earth into one's mouth means 'one is swearing to the earth god' to 

demonstrate one's innocence. From the soil exercise, Bulsa soils can be 

classified into the following categories. 

7.6.1. Zingi-teng (gravel soils) 

Zing teng literally means gravel but some farmers also called it taaruk 

teng or tan-zagsuk, names which suggest that beneath such soils is a sheet 

or cluster of laterite clumps. The zing-teng was one of the soils in which there 

were inconsistencies in descriptions due to the different names given to it 

Farmers identify this type of soil by its colour, composition and texture by 

rubbing dry or wet soil between their thumbs. It is a bit sticky and has a large 

composition of gravel pebble and laterite. This type of soil class is usually but 

not always confined to upland sites. In the course of the fieldwork, I 

occasionally came across this soil type in lowland areas. These soils are 

reddish and red-brown in colour and consist largely of gravel and laterite. It 

has a poor moisture retention capacity and is relatively infertile. 

Under this soil type, farmers identified three sub-classes. The first two 

are woarik, a dry and thin or shallow soil type, and zlng-nyiam (nyiam means 

water). Both are less productive for agricultural purposes. It is the woarik that 

smelters in past use to smelt iron. Farmers will talk of the woarik and zlng-

nyiam as having no dirt (dangta) or juice meaning they have no nutrients. 

Other farmers simply describe woarik and zing-nyiam as barren soils as 

opposed to fertile or "pregnant soils* which they described as being 

productive. 
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The third sub-class, which farmers do not associate with any particular 

name than 'cultivable zing teng', has restricted agricultural uses and supports 

a number of crops such as round or bambara beans (Voandzeia subterranea) 

and finger millet. Due to pressure for land, farmers apply chemical fertilizers 

to zing-teng to make it useful in the short run for cultivation. Besides limited 

farming and grazing, the zing-teng has many domestic and commercial uses. 

A male elder explained that in looking for sites to establish compounds, 

people prefer sites with zing-teng. Farmers use it as building material to make 

bricks, and to plaster walls, and interior floors of courtyards and rooms. The 

indicator grass associated the zing-teng is Aristida kerstingi, known in Buli as 

pa-diak tulung. 

During the fieldwork, I came across large tracts of land excavated for 

gravel on such soils for road and building construction. These gravel roads 

last for just a few rainy seasons after which they are washed away by rains. 

The continued excavation of gravel for construction and maintenance of roads 

has created several deep pits and dugouts across the landscape in many 

parts of the region and along the sides of roads (Figure 7.1). After the end of 

the excavation, contractors do not level the land or plants grasses/trees as 

required by law. These pits have not only contributed to the spread of gully 

erosion in many areas across the Upper East Region but they have also 

become major breeding grounds for mosquitoes. As I discuss in chapter 

eight, commercial gravel mining of gravel, sand and stones has caused 

considerable damage and has left many hectares of land in a desolate state 

in several parts of the Upper East region. In some parts of the study area, the 

extension of gravel mining into marginal useful land by road constructors has 

begun to cause a lot of concern among farmers and landowners. These 

concerns in some cases have resulted in open confrontations and conflicts. 

In the course of my fieldwork, I personally became involved in the 

settlement of a conflict between a clan and a road constructor over rights to 

gravel mining in one of the communities. The contractor requested a small 

section of land to mine gravel to carry out maintenance work on a road in the 
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area. The land custodian of the area upon consultation with elders of the 

village turned down the contractor's request. However, upon persuasion and 

pressure from the chief who explained that the development of the district 

depends on the accessibility (good road network), the elders of the clan and 

the land custodian reluctantly granted permission to the contractor to mind his 

gravel from a piece of land that members classified as less productive. The 

contractor provided a sheep and drinks for the custodian to perform the 

necessary ritual on the earth god. As part of the agreement, the contractor 

also a greed t o use s orne o f h is equipment t o r eshape t he only d am i n t he 

village which was in bad state. 

After exhausting the piece the land custodian allocated to him, the 

contractor went ahead to extend his activities to fallow and productive 

farmlands without any further consultation or permission. The contractor's 

attitude angered members of the community and the village youth organized 

themselves and chased him away. The contractor who was not satisfied with 

the behavior of the youth reported the case to the local police who went and 

arrested a number of young men. The case was later transferred to the 

traditional chiefs court for settlement where the contractor was pressed upon 

to fulfill his first promise before more land could be given out to him. On the 

orders of the chief, the police also released the young men who were arrested 

in put in police cells. 

7.6.2. Yak-teng (clay soils) 

Farmers sometimes describe the yak-teng as teng-jiglik; jiglik means 

sticky, slippery, and hard or difficult soil to work or cultivate. This soil type also 

known as dak-teng has a large composition of clay and becomes waterlogged 

when it rains or during most part of the rainy season. Yak-teng is in two 

different grades: pure and mixed clay. The pure clay is what potters use to 

make pots and it has little significance for agricultural use. According to 

fanners, the mixed clay is grey in colour and less slippery or sticky. 

Depending on its location it can be quite fertile. Farmers use the mixed clay 
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for the cultivation of crops such as sorghum, groundnut and beans. The fertile 

mixed clay is associated with the presence of termite and earthworm mounds. 

The indicator grasses are Andropoga gayanus (pak or ngminsa) and 'prima 

grass' (wuuk-biisim). 

7.6.3. Viak-teng (valley soil/land) 

Viak-teng is a broad term that Bulsa farmers used to describe soils in 

low land areas especially along valleys. These are dark brown in colour. 

Although this class of soils is among the most fertile soil types, it is difficult 

soils to work on or till manually. Many valley soils contain some amount of 

clay, which makes them waterlogged in the rainy season and prone to 

cracking in the dry season. They are suitable for the cultivation of numerous 

crops, with rice and sorghum as the important ones. Farmers describe this 

class of soil found along rivers and stream valleys as heavy soils, but are 

pregnant, oily and with a lot of juice (nutrients) because they are extremely 

fertile for many crops. The indicator grass for soils in this class is kpingkpa-

nyiiga (Vetiveria nigritana or Vetiveria fulvibarbis), the straw of which farmers 

use to weave hats, baskets and sieves. 

7.6.4. Taung-pielung (loamy soils) 

Farmers suggested that this is the most fertile soil class because of its 

ability to support many varieties of crops. These soils are usually found on 

lowlands and plains but are by no means limited to these sites. I came across 

this soil type along some riverbanks and in upland valleys. They are dark-

brownish or black in colour. In terms of composition, this soil type is a mixture 

of almost all the first three soil types discussed above. Bulsa farmers refer to 

It taung poosuk, which means 'rotten soil'. Farmers also characterized it as 

fatty or deep soils. Although soils are relatively heavy, working with them is 

not as tedious as with the valley-clay soils. Soils in this class have good 

moisture relationship or retention. Unlike gravel soils where crops easily die 

with the slightest drought, crops grown on taung pielung can survive drought 
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for a reasonable period. Their good moisture-retention capacity and relatively 

high nutrient content make them to sustain crops during drought periods. 

Farmers d escribed them as s oils t hat " breathe o r I ife s oils", a s o pposed to 

woarik, which farmers sometimes describe as "dead, dry or barren soils". 

Almost every farmer who participated in the soil classification exercise 

identified this soil type correctly and confidently. This is the first choice of 

Bulsa farmers when looking for land for cultivation. While farmers prefer to 

establish the actual site of compound on zing teng, they also consider the 

availability of taung pielung as another within the immediate surrounding 

since compound farming is a major practice. Farmers suggested that these 

loamy s oils a re t he most p referable b ecause t hey s upport the s tapie c rops 

such as sorghum or guinea com (Sorghum vulgare), late finger millet 

(Pennisetum sp.), early millet (Pennisetum typhoideum) and groundnuts 

(Arachis hypogeae). The indicator species for this soil type include different 

species of the acacia family such as Acacia seyal (mung-sobluk, meaning 

black thorny scrubs) and Acacia sieberiana (zung-moaning), Amaranthus 

spinosa (mungsa) and the baobab tree 

7.6.5. Taung-busung (sand soils) 

This soil type is found on shallow upland areas and along river valleys. 

Taung-busung soil has poor water or moisture retention. Farmers use it 

mainly for the cultivation of groundnuts and sometimes rice, if it is found in 

lowland areas or valleys. It is one of the soils farmers less preferred because 

like zing-teng, crops grown on such soils survive poorly during drought. The 

indicator species is Cyperus dilatatus (bimbein), also used to weave hats and 

waist strings. 

Farmers did not describe any of these soils as totally unproductive or 

useless. To the Bulsa farmer, all soils have their use. However in the ranking 

exercise of soil type preference, the taaruk and yak were ranked the lowest 

while the taung-pielung (loamy soils) were listed as the top soils with regards 

to agricultural use. The soils exercise, especially the field trips was also useful 
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in the sense that it allowed farmers to demonstrate some aspects of their 

ecological knowledge, they could not readily describe in symbols or words. 

7.7. ASTRONOMY AND INDICATORS SPECIES 

In addition to the individual and collective ethnopedological knowledge 

and skills, Bulsa environmental knowledge covers a wide range of other 

ecological issues including folk taxonomies of plants, animals, birds and other 

bio-physical features. The Bulsa have developed an in-depth knowledge on 

how to use plants, birds and animals as indicators of soil suitability, fertility 

and other ecological changes such as the approaching of the seasons (dry 

and rainy), time to sow, harvest, and an impending drought or rainstorms. As I 

discuss in chapter eight, they have also developed the requisite knowledge 

about hunting and fishing. In addition, they have cultivated the requisite 

knowledge on many other ethnoagronomic practices including medicinal 

plants, water and soil conservation, integrated pest management regimes, 

intercropping, fallowing, organic fertilization, crop rotation, mixed or 

intercropping systems, and incorporated these into their general land use 

management regimes. 

7.7.1. Astronomy and timing of land use activities 
The use of the planetary systems to mark the passage of time and to 

plan d aily I ives i ncluding I and u se a ctivities is n either new n or e xclusive to 

Bulsa society. Many indigenous people around the world have used and 

continue to rely on the periodic appearance and disappearance of celestial 

bodies to reckon time and seasonal changes (also see Spier (1930 and 

Hudson and Uderhay 1978). Some of these societies have integrated the 

movement of the planetary system into their traditions (Gibbon 1972). Like 

most traditional societies, the Bulsa have over the centuries reflected upon 

the celestial world including the movement of the moon, sun and stars in the 

conduct and planning of a wide range of activities (socio-cultural, economic 

and political). The Bulsa regard the moon, stars, the Pleiades and sun as 

significant markers of seasonal changes and cycles. There are many rituals, 
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ceremonies associated with their appearance and disappearance of these 

bodies, though many of them quite unrelated to the present discussion. The 

spiritual essence Bulsa attribute to these celestial beings provided them with 

both a charter and explanation for the pattern of seasonal occurrences and 

reoccurrences. Although my initial goal was to leam about Bulsa traditional 

knowledge on seasonal variations and cycle of land use activities, it became 

obvious that the best approach to the subject was to understand the whole 

concept ottime in Bulsa society. 

The Bulsa calendar especially regarding agriculture is rains driven, not 

calendar driven per se, and this makes eminent sense in a region where there 

is much variability in the onset, duration and intensity of the rains, a critical 

element in the economic life of the people. Despite the unpredictability of the 

rains, the farmers, through experience have developed ways to determine 

when the rainy season sets in and when it ends. Seeds must not be sown too 

early or late and weeding must be carried out at the right time and in line with 

the pattern of the rains, and all these require careful planning on the part of 

the farmer including his/her ability to predict the likely pattern and intensity of 

the rains for the season. The ability of the Bulsa farmer to plan well therefore 

depends in whole and part on his/her ability to read signs including the 

movement planetary system and other seasonal changes such as the 

blossoming of plants and the migration of birds. A good comprehension and 

the ability of person to read and understand signs of seasonal changes are 

the hallmark of a successful Bulsa farmer. 

Bulsa farmers, especially elders have closely observed and 

understood the pattern of movement (appearances and disappearances) of 

celestial bodies such as the moon, sun and stars across the sky during the 

year. Farmers singled the constellation of the Pleiades (chibiisa meaning the 

hen and chickens), Milky Way and Venus as the most important celestial 

bodies they use to determine the arrival and patterns of rains and to plan 

many of their farming activities. A male explained that there is constellation of 

what he calls "the dogs and the monkeys" in the sky. The former is three stars 
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in t he form of a c udgel a nd the I after a g roup of four s tars. The d ogs a nd 

monkeys are appear between April-May (the beginning of the rainy season) 

and as the season progresses, the dogs chase the monkeys across the sky 

until they both disappear between October and November, and reappear with 

the beginning of the next season. The appearance of these stars serves as 

signal to farmers on the approaching of the rainy season. 

The seasonal positioning of the Pleiades (chiisa-nuroa, or chiisa-ma, 

means the hen and chicks) is another important landmark farmers use to 

determine seasonal changes and the approaching of the rains. In the dry 

season, the Pleiades is positioned in the north from where it moves slowly 

toward the south as the rainy season approaches. At the beginning of the 

rainy season (April to May), the Pleiades will appear deep in the south and 

stay there for two weeks before disappearing again. Informants gave slightly 

different versions for the cycle of the Pleiades. However, what was common 

in all their accounts is that the Pleiades usually appear with the moon but 

disappear on the fifteenth day of it. Although, the position of the Pleiades 

deep in the south signals the approach of rains, farmers have to make sure 

that when they sow the early millet, Its time of flowering will not coincide with 

the appearance a new moon. According to the farmers, when the flowering of 

the millet coincides with the appearance of the new moon, yields will be poor. 

It is unclear how and in what ways the new moon affects the flowering of the 

early millet. However, It appears that the early millet requires rain or moisture 

conditions to flower but there are slim chances of it raining during the first ten 

days after the new moon. Farmers explained that there is always a high 

chance of it raining after the first ten days of the new moon and a week before 

it dies. Farmers must plan the sowing of the early millet such that flowering 

does not coincide with the first ten day of the new moon. 

A male elder explained that within the moon there are two dark spots, 

which the Bulsa call yuei (rainy seasonj and wenkarik (dry seasonj. The yuei 

starts from May to October, and is the main season for farming activities, as 

opposed to wenkerik (November to April), the time when farmers and their 
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families spend a great part of their time repairing their homes, building new 

ones, removing silt from dams and dug outs, and hunting and fishing to 

supplement their protein supply. The beginning and ending of each of the two 

seasons are not fixed, and sometimes the rains may set in late or early or end 

early or late. It takes wenkerik and yuei to make one year (bein). The elder 

explained that with the approach of the rainy season, the yui spot gradually 

increases in size and become bigger than the wenkarik, and the reverse 

occurs with the approach of the dry season. Farmers use the size of these 

two spots to help them determine when to sow or plant certain crops. They 

also periodically use the size of these spots to calculate length of the rainy 

and dry seasons. For instance, it is risky to sow crops that require more than 

three months when the yui is more than half times bigger than the wenkarik. 

In addition to these spots, the Bulsa also use the monthly renewal and decline 

of the moon and the movement of the sun to reckon time, to elucidate 

religious precepts and practices and to plan and execute socio-economic and 

political activities. As noted early, farmers use the constellation of the 

positioning or movement of Pleiades, which they claim is related to the dry 

and wet seasons to determine when the first rains of the years Is due. 

However, it was difficult to ascertain factually truths on some of the claims 

about the movement of these planetary bodies and their relationship to 

seasonal changes including rainfall patterns. 

As already mentioned, Bulsa Farmers also use vertebrates, animals 

and birds to predict seasonal changes, particularly the approaching of the 

rainy seasons. Some of the important indicator species include the ripening 

and flowering of the elephant grass, sheanut and dawadawa trees. The 

flowering of the sheanut and dawadawa trees is a sign that the rainy is close 

whiles the ripening of the elephant grass signal the approach of the dry 

season. Other signs and indicators include the shedding of the leaves of the 

thorny and cotton trees, and the appearance of millipedes and red ants, which 

usually disappear during most of the dry season. The final migration of certain 

birds (e.g. the cattle egret), and the croak of frogs and toads are important 
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indicators that farmers use to determine seasonal changes and variations. To 

Bulsa farmers, these indicators unmistakably signal the approaching of the 

rainy season or are signs that the rains are close. 

7.7.1.1. Other seasonal and time markers 

As already mentioned, Bulsa farmers, especially the elderly, have an 

in-depth knowledge on the cyclical pattern of the movement of the stars, 

moon, sun and the planets, which they have integrated into their ecological 

knowledge system. For short periods, people reckoned time with the rising 

and setting of the sun. In Bulsa thought, the day (kantueng) is associated with 

public activities while the night (yok) is for secret and other intimate and 

antisocial activities such as stealing, adultery and witchcraft (Figure 7.2). Wild 

spirits (both good and bad), ghosts and spirits of the gods also roam in the 

night. In Bulsa worldview, ghosts and spirits take over the village after dusk. 

For long periods (e.g. years and months), the Bulsa use the phases of 

the moon 4 1 or the births and deaths of important people as benchmarks for 

calculating time. It takes between twenty-nine and thirty-two days for the 

moon (chiik, which also means soul) to go through a complete circle (from 

birth to death). They talk of chii-bulik (young moon) or chii-paalik (new moon) 

for the first thin crescent of the waxing moon, chii-kauk (half moon), chii-

pomik (full moon) and chil-kum (the death of the moon (Kroger 1984). They 

count the age of the moon in days, right from the first day It appears (bom) 

4 1 The birth of the moon has religious significance in Bulsa society. Certain Bulsa families 
keep c ertain p rescribed r ituals, c eremonies a nd t aboos w ith r égards t o t he b irth o f a n ew 
moon. In some cases, family members are forbidden to perform certain tasks such as starting 
the first planting or season with the appearance of the moon or putting guinea fowl eggs 
under a brooding hen (Kroger 19984). Children bom on particular days, especially days that 
coincide with the appearance of the new moon, are also required to perform some rituals 
(kisuta). When a person who is required to perform the prescribed ritual fails to do so, it is 
believed that he or she will get sick and becomes thinner and thinner as the moon wanes. As 
a result, on the appearance of the new moon, a person who is required to perform the ritual is 
given some ash, which he/she put into his or her palm. An elderly person will then take the 
person to face the moon and instruct him or her to blow the ash away from his or her hands 
three or four times depending on the sex (three times for males and four for females). As the 
person blows away the ash, he or she recites words such as ' You the moon, 'I have revealed 
your secrets'. There are numerous other rituals associated with the moon which are beyond 
the scope of my dissertation (Kroger 1984 provides a detailed discussion on the topic) 
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until it disappears (dies). Most Bulsa, especially the elderly, are also familiar 

with the number of days the moon takes to move from one phase to the other 

or to make a complete cycle. When they say the moon has fifteen days most 

people can visualize the size of it as full moon, and twenty-nine days, when it 

is a bout to d ie. They a Iso talk of two, ten o r twenty d ays a fter t he b irth o r 

death of the moon. For instance, a farmer will say, "we will begin the sowing 

of crops when it is half or quarter moon of the next moons from now". 

Similarly, farmers will say, "we will start the harvest of the early millet in about 

two to three moons from a particular day". The Bulsa also use the phases of 

the moon to fix or calculate days for ritual and social meetings. A farmer will 

say "we will meet again or start the festival when it is full or quarter moon of 

the next moon or "the inside moon". 

The use of the deaths and births of prominent people as time makers 

is useful for calculating the times an event took place in the past. Until quite 

recently, the Bulsa determines birthdays or the occurrence of an event by 

referring to an important landmark such as the death or enskinment of chief or 

land custodian, the building of an important infrastructure (bridge, road, 

hospital etc) or the occurrence of natural event such as famine or rainstorm. 

In the course of my fieldwork, I used this method to determine the age of 

elderly informants. 

The Bulsa do not only conceive of time as series of successive 

movements of the planetary system or relate time to significant events that 

have happened in the past but also to major tasks members of the society 

must perform in the present or in the future. The Bulsa have devised names 

for each moon based on major agricultural activities (sowing, the different 

stages of weeding) ceremonies, rituals or festivals (feok), the flowering of 

specific plants, and specific weather conditions and changes (cold, hot, windy 

or harmattan). The Bulsa talk of borik-chiik, which literally means sowing 

moon or the month for sowing; vaala-chiik, the moon for farm clearing, and 

feok-chiik, the moon for the performance of the feok sacrifices and so on 

(table 7.2). 
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Although, many Bulsa are now familiar with the lunar cycle for timing of 

events, t hey a Iso t end t o g ¡ve e mphasis t o market c ycles ( three-day c ycle) 

which are not anchored to any natural phenomena. Markets are widespread 

in the Bulsa district and are significant aspect of the socio-economic life of the 

Bulsa. Farmers go to these markets to sell their produce and to buy items 

such a s soap, ingredients, farm equipment (hoes, knives, cutlasses or hoe 

sticks). Government workers or non-fanners also go to these markets to buy 

food items. Besides, economic transactions, markets offer the people the 

opportunity to meet relative and socialise. Bulsa and people from the 

neighbouring settlements outside the Bulsa district are well vexed the cycle of 

major market days in the district. Observations revealed that Bulsa farmers 

also use the markets as markers for social appointment including the planning 

of communal farming activities, meetings, and ritual performance, marriage 

and funeral celebrations. Diviners also use the market cycles to make 

appointments. 

Bulsa take their markets seriously and believed that the teng (earth 

god) plays significant role in making them productive. A link between the 

earth and the markets comes out in a number of rituals that land custodians 

perform when there is a decline in economic activity in the market. In times of 

lean markets, the chief of the village will contact the land custodian to make 

sacrifices at the market to revive it. Almost every market in Bulsa has a 

shrine, which is under the care of the land custodian of the area. In addition, 

when rains fail to come in the rainy season or there is drought, the custodian 

of the area will arrange for the market to be "robbed", in which people are 

permitted to seize whatever "soft goods" (cooked food) they lay hands on 

without being arrested. An elder explained that robbing the markets is a signal 

to the land god that his children are suffering. The robbing of the market is a 

case in which we see a natural disorder (lack of rain) causing chaos at the 

human level of interpersonal relationship. 

Since the introduction of colonial rule and formal education into the 

area Bulsa traditional systems of reckoning time has gone through many 



247 

changes. It has now become an accepted practice to associate each major 

agricultural or important event or activity with the Western calendar. The 

Bulsa have adapted the Western calendar and reworked it to fit into their 

traditional way of reckoning time. They make a distinction between what they 

call felik-chiik, which literally means white person's moon, and Bulsa-chiik 

(Bulsa moon or systems of reckoning time). Almost every farmer interviewed 

was aware that the felik-bein (white person's year has twelve months). They 

were also familiar with the variations in days for each month. For example, a 

male farmer told me that the second felik-chiik which they also call dogta-chiik 

(doctor's moon, because it associated with sickness and the vaccination of 

the people against cerebral spinal meningitis) is a short month with only 

twenty-eight days. The Bulsa will say ten days of the first month of the felik-

chiik (the tenth of January. 

In some cases, the Bulsa name months or moons after chiefs, and this 

development is likely to be the influence of the colonial administration. During 

the period of colonialism, the colonial district administrators gave each of the 

twelve chiefs of Bulsa the opportunity to sit on cases at the district traditional 

council and the month assigned to each chief is named after that chief 

(Kroger 1984). For instance, most elders will talk of the moon of the Wiaga-

nab or Fumbesi-nab chiik (Wiaga-nab's moon or Fumbesi-nab's moon). The 

use of chiefs' names to reckon time is known to only elderly Bulsa. In 

addition, with the exposure of the area to the Trans-Saharan Caravan 

commerce 4 2 B ulsa h ave n ow a dapted a nd i ncorporated H ausa ( Zangbiotiñ) 

and Twi (language of the Asantes) systems of reckoning time (Table 7.1) into 

their system. It is even a common practice now for Bulsa families to name 

their children after the days of the week in these languages. It is worth 

emphasising that the Bulsa's incorporation of foreign methods of calculating 

4 2 The caravan trade network developed at around the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries 
between Mossiland in the North and the areas south and brought together many people of 
different ethnic groups including the Hausa who dominated most of the trade (Daaku 1970). 
The language Hausa (Zangbiotiri) eventually became the trade language and remained the 
commercial language in Northern Ghana. 
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time into their traditional calendar helps to provide clues about their adaptive 

attitude towards introduce land use innovations, technologies and 

management schemes. 

7.7.2. Indicators species and environmental changes 

Throughout the soil exercises, as farmers identified and classified their 

soils, they also talked about the suitability and capability of particular soils or 

land types to support specific crops. In the course of the soil exercise, a lot of 

other relevant information particularly on the use of indicator species to 

identify and determine soil and land capability, fertility and suitability came up 

in the process. Bulsa land users look out for indicators are signs in the form of 

fauna and floral species when they want to select a piece of land for a crop 

variety, dig a well, build a compound or even to determine the habitats of wild 

animals during hunting. Almost all Bulsa farmers know that the zing-teng 

which has poor soil moisture retention or relationship, is suitable for or 

capable of supporting only crops that requires little water or moisture. On the 

other h and, t hey k now t hat m ost v alley s oils o r I ands ( viak) a Iso contain a 

high proportion of clay and easily become water logged in the rainy season. 

As a result, such soils are suitable for crops such as rice, which requires a lot 

of water and sometimes sorghum. 

Male farmers suggested that the presence of long earthworms 

(mimenta43), usually about one foot or more long, or traces of their mounds on 

a piece of land, is an indicator that such land is fertile and can support a 

number of crops including guinea com and root crops. The presence of worm 

and termite mounds indicates that the water table is also high and high 

organic matter, and that the soil is breathing, and is productive for crop 

cultivation. The presence and disappearance of these mounds also suggests 

changes in the water level and fertility of the soil. Generally, farmers will use 

the presence earthworms and termites to determine the suitability of land for 

4 3 When the mimenta are emerging from the ground, the usually form a small mound of fine 
soil with a high proportion of clay. Bulsa fishermen use these worms as fishing baits. The 
worms are usually cut into small pieces and fixed to a fishing hook. 
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root crops such as sweet potatoes, which require a lot of water. In digging 

wells, farmers will look for the traces of termites mound as indicators to assist 

them decide on the mostly likely spot that will produce good results. I 

crosschecked farmers' assertions particularly regarding the relationship 

between worm and termite mounds and soil fertility and the levels of water 

table with Appiah, Alabadek and Korem, and they confirmed It as a genuine 

observation, although there is no hard-core data on these claims. 

Bulsa farmers also use specific plants such as Acacia albida, baobab 

trees (Adansonia digitata) and siik (Anogeissus leiocarpus) to determine both 

the fertility and moisture content of soils. For instance, farmers recognize the 

decline in soil fertility through the health of the plant or yields and the 

presence of sfrigga (weed). For instance, the infestation of a current field with 

sfrigga is the most common symptom of declining soil fertility in particular and 

environmental degradation in general. 

During the soil exercise, farmers through conversation also stressed 

that whatever happens in biophysical world affects the world of the gods and 

the vice versa. They recognize physical causes of soil/land degradation and 

infertility and pay attention to physical good land use management. For 

instance, farmers take various measures to improve the quality of their soils 

through the application of manure, fallowing and other soil improvement 

strategies. However, they constantly perform and observe a number of 

regulations, rituals and ceremonies alongside these physical measures 

because of their believed that the full benefits of these physical measures are 

only realized when land users have established secured and cordial 

relationships with their gods and nawen. For the Bulsa farmer, the physical 

and spirituality are fused together, and to ensure the total productivity of their 

land/soils they have to tackle both the physical and spiritual causes of land 

degradation and infertility simultaneously. Farmers are quick to attribute poor 

harvests to soil exhaustion, poor rain pattern and other biophysical factors but 

they would explained that by establishing the right relationship with their gods, 

it paves the way for human to manipulate the biophysical problems 
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successfully to get positive results. In Bulsa thought, no matter the fertility of a 

land, if a farmer fails to perform the necessary rituals and offerings to his gods 

and obey socio-cultural rules, important condition to establish the right 

relationship with the spiritual world, such a farmer is bound to unsuccessful. 

The land will remain unproductive. An elder stress that "no matter how fertile 

a land is physically, crops cultivated on it will not produce good yield unless 

the fanner establish the right spiritual relationship his gods". As a result, Bulsa 

farmer never ventures starting any major farming activity without asking for 

the blessing of the gods or consulting the soothsayer to find out the wishes of 

the gods and how to please them. To the Bulsa, nothing happens without a 

cause and they sought real causes of everything from the spiritual world. In 

Bulsa society, the line between physical causes and social causes of land 

degradation or misuse is quite blurred. Although farmers recognize certain 

human activities such as logging and use of land with maintenance affects the 

physical productive of the land, but they tend to attribute the effects of these 

activities (poor yields, land degradation and soil erosion) to punishment from 

the gods. In Bulsa thought, therefore, there is a spatial coreelation bewteen 

the land productive of their land and religious and moral conduct of memebrs 

of the society. 

7.8. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter, I provided a brief review of the literature on traditional 

knowledge and discussed the key concept on traditional Bulsa ecological 

knowledge. I dealt with issues pertaining to how knowledge is acquired, and 

transmitted or distributed and preserved in Bulsa society. I discuss how local 

knowledge is embedded in Bulsa thought system. The final discussed the 

Bulsa ethnopedological and other ecological related knowledge including the 

use of indicators and mark to determine seasonal variations and soil/land 

fertility and suitability. 
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CHAPTER 8: LAND USE ACTIVITIES AND THE 
ENVIRONMENT 

8.1. INTRODUCTION 

Land use is a broad term that describes humans' manipulation of the 

biophysical attributes of land and the reasons for such manipulation. The term 

thus comprises all human activities based the exploitation of land in any form 

including agricultural, mining, infrastructural, socio-cultural and aesthetics 

purposes. Depending on how humans interact and manipulate the biophysical 

attributes of land, there are both negative and positive implications for the 

physical conditions of land including its productivity. Several scholars (Cloke 

1989; Amanor 1994; Robert 1995) note, changes in land use is caused by a 

combination of socio-cultural, economic and political factors including 

population growth, changes in technology and attitudes of land users. 

A study conducted by the Department of Geography and Resource 

Development at the University of Ghana, reveals that farmers in the Upper 

East are very much aware that the exploitation of land and Its resources 

without due consideration to maintenance tends to impair ecological stability 

and biological productivity (Department of Geography and Resource 

Development 1992). Some of the negative effects of inappropriate land use 

practices the study identifies include land degradation, soil erosion, loss of 

soil fertility, drought, famine, diseases, and many other environmental 

problems such as global warming and ozone depletion. In addition, this study 

makes a strong link between inappropriate land use practices and problems 

such as poverty, drought, famine disease and underdevelopment. Although a 

useful study, it failed to address the relationship between the biophysical and 

social environment in the interpretation and definition of land use problems in 

the Upper East. 

Two broad classes of land use characterise Bulsa society, namely, 

agricultural (food production) and non-agricultural land uses. These classes 
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roughly correspond to Meyer's (1992; 1993) classification categories of the 

Nabdam, a group culturally similar to the Bulsa (Figure 8.1). The major 

agricultural land use in the Bulsa district is farming, including the cultivation of 

annual crops and the rearing of livestock. Fishing, hunting, gathering and 

collecting are also activities under this category. Non-agricultural uses of land 

include forestry and wild life reserves, mining (laterite, stones, stones and 

minerals) and infrastructural uses (e.g. settlements, public structures and 

buildings including roads). This class also includes land set aside for socio-

religious and aesthetic purposes such as shrines in the form of natural 

feature, sacred groves, and festivals and playgrounds. The Bulsa District with 

a total area of 209,900 hectares, has 37,000 hectares devoted to the 

cultivation of crops, 25,000 hectares for forest reserves including sacred 

groves, and 147,000 hectares uncultivated (Ministry of Food and Agriculture 

1999). 

Main i ssues this c haptens a ddresses a re the c haracteristics of B ulsa 

land use pattern, focusing on the types of farming systems, methods of 

cultivation, techniques of land tilling and cropping systems within the context 

of Bulsa cosmology. The conflicts, contradictions and impact of commercial 

farming and introduced technologies (tractors, ploughs and new seed 

varieties) through the formal agricultural sector on Bulsa land use will also be 

addressed. The interaction between modem and traditional agriculture 

practices will be considered in detail in chapter nine. 

Data for the chapter largely came from observation and 

apprenticeship, and interviews, which I conducted with land users and other 

stakeholders including land use extension workers from the private and 

government sectors. Supplementary information from literature sources and 

reports from the regional and district agricultural offices and other related 

departments were also consulted. A lot of my discussion and interview with 

farmers was centred on the organisation of farming activities, including sizes 

of fields per farmer and household, yield per unit area of field, decision

making, and sources of inputs (e.g. land, capital, labour) including external 
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support such as extension services, and fertiliser. For the extension workers, 

my questions were structured to elicit information on how they perceive local 

farmers and their practices, including the grievances extension workers have 

against local farmers and their land use practices. 

8.2. AGRICULTURAL LAND USE OR FOOD PRODUCTION 

Food production or farming, the most important land use activity in 

Bulsa society may appear simple to the casual observer, It is a complex and a 

sophisticated system. As such, I devote a great deal of the chapter but not 

more than what is required to discuss Bulsa farming practices. Although 

farmers have devised various ways and methods of deflecting natural forces, 

the dependency of agriculture on natural conditions remains a major feature 

of Bulsa farming. The dependency of Bulsa traditional agriculture on nature 

has a number of implications on their perceptions and attitudes towards 

farming. The Bulsa farmer places emphasis on supernatural forces (earth, 

rain and ancestral gods and nawen) as the main controlling agents in 

agricultural productivity and success as they do with their daily life. As noted 

earlier, farmers make offerings of flour and drinks, birds and animals to their 

gods at the beginning and end of the season to elicit their blessing and 

assistance to deflect evil forces that may interfere with farming activities and 

the health of family members. 

8.2.1. Characteristics of Bulsa farming 

Subsistence farming employs over 85% of the indigenous population in 

the Bulsa District (Ministry of Food and Agriculture 1999). Subsistence 

farmers produce mainly for consumption. However, they may sell part of 

his/her produce for cash to buy Items such as salt, clothing and farm tools, or 

barter the surplus with other farmers for crops they need but do not produce 

or cultivate. This is in sharp contrast with the commercial farmer who 

deliberately cultivates crops or raises animals primarily for sale. 

Farm sizes are generally small among subsistence farmers. According 

to the International Federation of Agricultural Development (IFAD), a World 
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Bank project working in the Upper East Region over the last decade, 90% of 

farm holdings are less than two hectares per household with an average 

household size of four (I FAD 1990). The I FAD figures are similar to what 

pertains in the Bulsa area (Tables 8.1 and 8.2). The IFAD Report also 

showed that 83% of farmers produce primarily for subsistence, about 1% for 

marketing and the rest for both. In addition, IFAD figures show that in the 

Upper East Region 60% of the families in the area own cattle and 70-80% 

keeps goats and sheep alongside crop cultivation (IFAD 1990). 

Bush fallowing, land and crop rotation and shift cultivation44 are the 

principal features that characterise Bulsa farming systems. As in most parts of 

West Africa, shifting cultivation and bush fallowing used to be the 

predominant farming practices in many parts of Northern Ghana including the 

Bulsa District until the latter part of the nineteen-century (Benneh 1972; Lynn 

1937). Allan (1966) and Conklin (1957) noted that many earlier colonial 

agricultural officers regarded shifting cultivation and bush fallowing as a 

senseless and wasteful form of land use and sometimes described it as 'land 

robbery*. However, recent studies on West African agriculture show that the 

two forms of land use practice as rational and efficient land use conservation 

and management regimes. (Ruthenberg 1980) notes that shifting cultivation 

and bush fallowing are based on sound ecological principles, especially when 

population densities are low to allow long fallow periods. A number of 

scholars (e.g. Uhi and Murphy 1981; Ellen 1982; Rappaport 1971; Norman 

1978) also contend that the energy dynamics of both shifting cultivation and 

bush fallowing are highly efficient and return greater yields than most other 

agricultural systems. However, with increasing population and the pressure 

for land, these systems of land use have become less efficient.. 

4 4 Unlike land rotation (rotation of permanent farm fields), with Bush fallowing the farmer 
clears a piece of land and cultivates it continuously for short a period, usually from two to 
three years. When crop yield begins to decline, a sign that the land is exhausted, he 
abandons it for a number of years (four to eight years) for it to regenerate fallow vegetation 
and regain its fertility before subsequently clearing it for cultivation again. The diagnostic 
feature that differentiates shifting cultivation from bush fallow is of permanent settlement. The 
later involve permanent settlement. 
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Elders c laim t hat i n t he p ast, farmers u sed torn ove a bout from o ne 

place to another to farm. Although farmers still move out to farm, they do not 

move with their settlement as done in the past; elders were referring to 

shifting cultivation, which they no longer practice. Bush fallowing, though still 

common among fanners who practice bush farming and in areas of low 

population densities, fallow periods are generally shorter, ranging from one to 

two years. Around Sandema where land is scarce, the practice is increasingly 

less efficient with fallow periods reduced to every other year. The main 

features of Bulsa bush fallow practice include permanent settlement, mixed 

cropping, and use of fire for the initial clearing. 

Except commercial farmer who relies on modem equipment (tractors 

and combine harvesters), fertilisers and pesticides and financial support from 

the banks, the subsistence farmer depends on simple equipment such as the 

hoe, cutlass and sickle, and with minimal dependence on external farm 

inputs. The subsistence does not generate sufficient income for reinvestment. 

Out of one hundred and twenty three compounds covered in both Fumbesi 

and Sandema, twenty-eight own bullock ploughs and none posses their own 

tractor. However, fifty-six out of the one hundred and twenty three compounds 

use plough and tractor services. The high cost of external inputs (tractor and 

plough services and fertiliser) act as constraints to most Bulsa subsistence 

farmers. According to a survey by the district department of agriculture 

(MOFA 1999), 75% of farmers decried their inability to use tractor and plough 

services due to financial constraints and inaccessibility to credit facilities from 

the banks. The primary beneficiaries of tractors service as are the commercial 

farmers, civil servants and rich market women who have taken to part-time 

farming. Although farming is traditionally mainly subsistence-oriented, young 

men and women now grow groundnuts, cotton, cowpea and rice on small to 

medium scale as cash crops. Farmers near irrigation schemes also under 

take limited dry season farming. In the Chuchuliga area, close to the Tono 

irrigation, there are over forty-eight full time Bulsa farmers engaged in dry 

season vegetable (tomato, peppers and okra) and rice farming. 
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Both subsistence and commercial farmers mention poor extension 

services, lack of inputs (fertiliser and tractor services), population pressure, 

unreliable rainfall and poor soils as some of the main constraints to farming. 

In response to some of these constraints Bulsa farmers have developed 

complex land use management systems including socio-cultural mechanisms 

(taboos, custom and rules) that guide them in the use of their land and its 

resources. There are informal guidelines that stipulate what is proper and 

accepted land preparation, weeding and clearance techniques and what are 

not. Families and households heads and elders claim that they ensure that 

members conduct land use activities along these guidelines. However, my 

observations revealed that these guidelines in practice are not rigidly 

enforced because elders and family heads have minimal control over young 

members, especially those engaged in limited commercial farming. 

The Bulsa have little control over biophysical factors such as climate 

and weather. However, they have also developed a number of strategies 

aimed at influencing the microclimate in order to improve the conditions under 

which they cultivate crops and raise livestock. The effects of dry conditions 

and windstorms on plants and livestock can sometimes be extreme in the 

Upper East Region, and buffering these conditions helps farmers to reduce 

losses and increase crop yields. Farmers spare groves and leave uncultivated 

patches in their fields. These patches, farmers explained, are the abodes of 

spirits. As I will explain in detail in the later part of the chapter, functionally, 

the retention of patches of groves, shrubs, uncultivated spots and trees on 

fields serve as windbreaks and mulch, and help to minimize or mitigate the 

effects of harsh weather conditions (drought and windstorms) in the area. 

8.2.2. Categories or types of farm fields 

Two principal field types exist in the Bulsa District. These are 

compound farms (yen talinta) and bush farms (goal-talinta). Figure 8.2 

provides a schematic representation of the different categories of fields. The 

general spatial characteristics of land use and land degradation 

characteristics in the Upper East are provided by figures 8.3 and 8.4. 
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8.2.2.1. Compound fields 

The yeri (compound), the residential unit in Bulsa society is the focal 

point of farming. The Bulsa use the term yeri-talim, yeri-talinta pi. (talim 

means farm or field) to describe cultivable fields within vicinity or limits of the 

settlement (Figures 8.2, 8.5 and 8.6), as opposed to goai-talinta for bush or 

fields outside the village limit. A diagnostic feature of yeri-talinta is that 

holdings per the individual household are relatively small, about 0.5 hectares 

per farmer. There are different classes of yeri-talinta. Yeri-kaduk, yeri-

kaduksa pi. is strictly used to describe fields that immediately surround the 

yen. The yeri-kaduksa usually extends not more 600 meters from the 

compound (600m radius of the yen). Thus, these fields are parcels of fields 

that radiate from the dwelling structure. As the family size increases, yeri-

kaduksa become fragmented, thereby forcing junior members of the family to 

establish goai-talinta or other types of yeri-talinta. Fragmentation of land often 

occurs when a man dies and his yeri-kaduksa are distributed among his sons 

with the eldest son usually taking more than half, thereby denying the 

younger sons access to a large portion of the farmland within the immediate 

vicinity of the compound. 

Farmers intensively intercrop their yeri-kaduksa with many crops. 

These fields are primary sources of the staple cereals such as millet and 

sorghum. Portions of field closest to the compound within the yeri-kaduksa 

are devoted to the cultivation of vegetables or horticultural plants (peppers, 

okra, and guinea sorrel). These fields also carry different types of kenaf 

(Hibiscus sabdariffa), pumpkin, gourds, cucurbits and squash (Cucurbita sp.). 

The women take care of and control the cultivation of these vegetable fields. 

Some of these vegetable plants are also grown as border or demarcation 

crops to separate different fields. Immediately behind or beyond the inner 

zone of yeri-kaduksa or the vegetable fields are the outer yeri-kaduksa which 

carry mainly the staple crops (millet, sorghum and guinea com) intercropped 

with beans and other ground crops such as neri. Except the class of yeri-

kaduksa located a distance away from the residential unit, most of them 
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generally enjoy regular and intensive application of animal manure collected 

from the kraal, pens and crop residues. 

Groundnut (yeri-sumkpaam-talinta), rice (yeri-mua-viak talinta) g uuta-

talinta (fields at former ancestral compounds or ruins) and many other fields 

within the perameters of the village settlement but not necessary surrounding 

the residential structure of the farmer are part of the yeri-talinta. Guuta-talinta 

describes fields within the ancestral compounds. When a man who had 

established his compound becomes the head of his lineage or clan, his new 

status as t he I eader o f the g roup g ives h im t he authority t o c ultivate t hose 

plots at the ancestral compound. Similarly, such lineage or clan head would 

describe his fields at the ancestral compound as his guuta-talinta. If people 

still reside in the ancestral compound, they will referto the same fields as 

yeri-kaduksa, term for fields located within the immediate radius of 

compounds. Most guuta talinta rotate among senior members of the lineage 

or clan. When the head of lineage or clan dies, guuta-talinta and ancestral 

gods are passed on to the next senior male. The temporary ownership of 

guuta-talinta discourages investment in them. Since farmers who cultivate 

guuta-talinta reside in different compounds, distances away, it makes it 

difficult for them to transport organic manure to these fields. Guuta-talinta are 

less intensively cultivated and are mainly devoted to millet, guinea com and 

groundnuts. These fields also enjoy land rotation and bush fallow, and this 

helps them to regain their fertility through natural processes. Guuta-talinta 

and sumkpaam-talinta under fallow serve as common grazing or pasture 

grounds and for tethering of goats and sheep. In addition, when a farmer 

moves out of the ancestral or father's compound and establishes his own 

compound, and yet still maintains some farms at the ancestral (guuk) 

compound, he equally refers to the fields at his father's compound as guuta-

talinta. 

8.2.2.2. Bush farms 
Farmers make a distinction between goai talinta and goai-kpei talinta 

(kpei literally means senior but used in this context to mean fields located 
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further away from the settlement, in what the Bulsa call "big or senior bush"). 

Sometimes goai-kpei talinta are referred to as sagi-talinta. Sagi is another 

term farmers use describe the wild or the undomesticated lands outside the 

village settlement where women collect firewood and men hunt. The term also 

denotes foreign lands, places or settlements. The goai-talinta describes all 

bush fields located up to twenty kilometres outside the settlement in contrast 

with goai-kpei talinta, which are over twenty to hundreds of kilometres away 

from the village. Farmers cultivate bush fields with groundnuts, sorghum, 

finger millet and maize as mono-crops or sometimes intercrop these crops 

with bambara beans. Farmers who practice goai-kpei farming have 

established farmhouses or huts where they stay during most part of the 

cropping season. 

Farmers suggested that goai-kpei talinta were very rare in the past and 

were limited to only rich farmers and chiefs. Growing population with 

increasing demand for land within the settlement in the three last decades 

has forced more farmers to establish big bush fields. Twenty-six Bulsa 

subsistence farmers who practice bush farming indicated that land pressure 

within the settlement compelled them to establish "big bush farms". They also 

suggested that soil in the big bush is extremely fertile, but complained that the 

soils a re h eavy a nd d ifficult t o c ultivate, e specially d uring t he first two field 

seasons. One subsistence farmer who has been practicing big bush farming 

for the past five years noted that: 

Goai-kpei farming is expensive and inconvenient for the 
small-scale farmer. One needs to have money or tractors to 
engage in big bush farming. Since most of us (poor 
subsistence) lack money and equipment, goai-kpei farming is 
the least favoured among us. Besides, many farmers like me 
cannot afford to organize large communal labour to assist or 
engage pay labour. 

Difficulties in cultivating the heavy soils in the big bush deter most small-scale 

farmers who cannot afford to organise communal labour or have no access to 

plough or tractors services. In addition, subsistence farmers complain that 

even when they get access to tractor services which most of then cannot 
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afford, they are not equipped with a means of transport (bicycles) and a guns 

to engage in big bush farming. All fifteen non-Bulsa commercial farmers who 

practice big bush farming in the Wiasi-Gbedembilisi valley all possess guns to 

deal with the menace and nuisance of wild animals including monkeys. 

8.2.3. Farming systems 

The Department of Geography and Resource Development (1992) 

classified farming in the Upper East Region into three distinctive principal 

farming systems: pure arable, pure livestock and mixed farming ((Figure 8.7). 

The major problem with this classification scheme is that It is artificial. Almost 

all traditional Bulsa farmers keep livestock as an integral part of their farming, 

and do not recognise these categories as necessarily distinct classes. 

Although these three overlapping categories are quite artificial, I cautiously 

adopt this scheme with modifications, more as conceptual way of ordering 

Bulsa farming systems, and to take into account commercial farmers, civil 

servants, Fulani herders and traders whose practices come close to pure 

arable farming and livestock rearing45. Benneh (1972) also identified two type 

of farming systems in the Upper East Region in his classification of small-

scale farming in Ghana (see Figure 8.8). 

8.2.3.1. Mixed and arable forming 

The Buli term, kpari (farming or agriculture) and kpaaroa (farmers) 

describes a person who owns a farmland, cultivate crop and raises livestock. 

Except for few Fulani illegal immigrant herders4 6, part-time civil servants, 

traders and commercial farmers who concentrate exclusively on either 

livestock rearing or crop cultivation, every local farmer does combine farming, 

incorporating livestock rearing with crop cultivation. However, they tend to 

4 5 Pure arable farming is the exclusive cultivation of crops including trees such as mangoes 
{Magnifera indica), shea (Vitellaria paradoxa Gaerntan), dawadawa (Parkia filicoides) and 
neem (Azadirachta indica). 
4 6 There are no indigenous or native Fulani herders in the Bulsa District, until in the last 
twenty when a few illegal Fulani herders began to settle in some parts of Southern Bulsa. 
Before the arrival of these first illegal immigrant Fulani in the 1970s, only chief and 
commercial livestock farmers hire Fulani to take care of their cattle. 
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devote much of their time and resources to crop cultivation. Key features of 

Bulsa farming include the combination of mixed farming, land and crop 

rotation, and intercropping methods. 

The integration of livestock with crop cultivation is one of the most 

enduring themes of agricultural development in Sub-Saharan Africa since the 

beginning of t he d omestication of p lant a nd a nimal ( Jabbar 1996; B radford 

1946). Bohannan (1963), Benneh (1972) and Jabbar (1996) comments that 

mixed farming is the most productive, recuperative, regenerative, balanced 

and sound practice, and one of the best approaches to agricultural 

development in Africa. 

The rearing of animals is an integral part of the agricultural life of the 

Bulsa farmer. Mixed farming is the most important with respect to the number 

of farmers involved it as well as the total supply of food. It is only fifteen out of 

one hundred and twenty-three farmers who claim to practice pure livestock 

farming; the rest practice mixed farming. Six of the pure livestock farmers are 

full-time c ivil a nd p ublic s ervants who raise p igs a s a s econdary a ctivity to 

supplement their incomes while the remaining nine are commercial farmers 

who rear mainly cattle and pigs. 

Bulsa farmers keep livestock (chickens, guinea fowls, goats and 

sheep) as a major part of their farming systems. According to IFAD annual 

report (1990), only about 4% of farmers in the Upper East Region practice 

pure livestock farming as their main occupation while the remaining 96% does 

combined or mixed farming. As already indicated, in its pure form, arable 

farming is extremely rare in the area, especially among the traditional 

subsistence farmers. However, in the last decade, arable farming is gradually 

becoming a common practice among young women and men, traders, youth 

associations, women groups and civil and public servants. This is partly 

attributed to government's emphasis on cash crops including groundnut and 

cotton. 

Aside the socio-cultural values of livestock in Bulsa society, farmers 

sell livestock for cash to pay school and hospital fees, and to buy food in 
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times of poor harvest to supplement the family food supply. Hundred and 

thirty-four adult male Bulsa subsistence farmers interviewed indicated that 

they own livestock (birds, goat, sheep or cows). Fifty-six out of seventy-one 

female farmers own no form of livestock at all, and cultivate only crops or 

practice arable farming. The women who own livestock raise mainly chickens 

and goats. Despite these figures, as a Bulsa, I was aware that most women 

farmers own livestock but only in the name of their sons. W omen will not 

openly declare that they own animals such as cows or sheep because it is 

culturally inappropriate for women to claim ownership of animals as cows and 

sheep, The reasons for this restriction is unclear but the general explanation 

is that such animals belong to the coral which is the domain of male members 

of the household. 

As explained earlier, there is a symbiotic interaction between crops 

and livestock. The leaves of crops such as millet, sorghum and groundnuts 

provide feed for the livestock, while farmers use the waste or droppings 

(manure) from the livestock (goats, sheep and poultry) to fertilise for their 

fields, especially compound farms. 

8.2.3.2. Livestock rearing 

Already noted, pure livestock system involves the exclusive raising of 

animals, birds and ruminants. A report by MOFA (1999) estimated that the 

district produces 36,387 cattle, 19,909 goats and over 15,779 chickens and 

guinea fowls annually. Over 97% of the cattle are of the West African 

shorthorn, stocky and humpless type. This breed is well adapted to the 

environment (e.g. resistant to many diseases such as trypanosomiasis, ticks, 

fleas, mites, worms and flukes. Natural selection influences farmers' choice of 

livestock for breeding, but they make conscious efforts to select livestock with 

specific traits. Through many years of experimentation and experience, 

farmers have also come to identify livestock that are drought and disease 

resistant and have good mothering qualities. Farmers deliberately select or 

retain stock with the best qualities and sell those that are weak or are of 

inferior qualities.. 
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The small body size of the local breed of the humpless cattle limits 

their use as draft animals. Since the 1970s', MOFA, the Presbyterian 

Agricultural Station, Catholic Agricultural Project and the Ghana-German 

Agricultural development Project have been trying to encourage local farmers 

to go into the rearing of zebu cattle but these attempts have been less 

successful. In the view of the MOFA (1999), the size and strength of the zebu 

makes it more suitable than the local breed as draft animal. Although local 

farmers indicated that crossbreed between the two types is their preferred 

choice for bullocks, they refuted MOFA's claims that the zebu is stronger than 

the local dwarf cattle. According to one farmer who was among the first trial 

farmers to experiment with the zebu as draft animal, and who still own bullock 

of the local breed, the zebu besides its susceptibility to diseases, does not 

function well as a draft animal especially when the weather is hot. Farmers 

consider the zebu as only good for milk and meat. So far, only commercial 

farmers and Fulani herders rear the zebu cattle 

The sheep and goats are predominantly of the West African dwarf 

type, which is well adapted to the environment. Farmers also have a few 

localised mixed-breed goats and sheep through cross-fertilization with the 

large sized Sahelian varieties. Besides the suitability of the indigenous breed 

to the environment, farmers prefer the local variety of goats and sheep 

because they are very fertile, capable of producing twins and triplets. Poultry 

is also of the local breed but this is gradually changing due to cross-

fertilization with imported fowls (felik-kpiak literally meaning white person's 

chicken). 

Livestock management is simple, and of the free-range system where 

the animals roam and fend for themselves in the harvested fields and bushes 

during the day and return at night to the coral. Except for chiefs and 

commercial livestock farmers who employ the service of a professional 

herders (Fulani herders), herding the cattle is the responsibility of the young 

boys and girls within the family (Figure 8.9). In the rainy season, young boys 

and girls herd the cows and sheep in the day to prevent them from destroying 
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crops. Rampant livestock theft in recent times cause most farmers stockpile 

crop residues (groundnuts leaves and other leguminous plants) as feed for 

their animals during the dry season. This is to prevent them going far into the 

bush in order to protect them from thieves. 

The livestock play both economic (store of wealth and insurance during 

lean times, protein and leather, bridewealth and traction and manure for soil 

fertility maintenance) and socio-cultural roles (sacrifices). A number of 

scholars and specialists (e.g. McCown et al. 1979; Bayer and Water-Bayer 

1991; Ngambeki et al.; 1992; Boum and Wint 1994; Powell et al. 1995) 

provide detailed discussions on the symbiotic relationship between livestock, 

crops and soil fertility. 

The rearing of pigs and rabbits, formerly of less importance in the 

Bulsa district, is gradually becoming a major component of livestock farming, 

especially among some commercial farmers, civil servants, teachers and 

traders. As noted earlier, most civil servants raise pigs as a part-time 

occupation to supplement family incomes. Out of the eight pig farmers in 

Sandema, three are civil servants, three commercial farmers and two 

subsistence farmers. The District bylaws required people who keep pigs to 

fence or confine them, but observations reveal that farmers leave their pigs 

wandering around the village and town centers, sometimes creating nuisance. 

Many traditional small-scale farmers dislike pigs, and refer to them as dirty 

and useless animals. Except for meat, pigs have no other by-products or 

socio-ritual functions in Bulsa society, and this partly explains farmers dislike 

for them. This attitude is likely to change in the future because small-scale 

farmers have started collecting free manure from pig keepers for their fields. 

With decline in cattle population as reported by MOFA (1999), and the 

increasing demand for manure, I anticipate that in the near future small-scale 

farmers may embrace pig rearing. 

8.2.3.3. Use of the plough 

Since the Ghana-German and Catholic Agricultural Projects introduced 

the use of the plough technology in the mid 1970's, a number of Bulsa 
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farmers have adapted it, but they restrict its use to only to selected fields, 

mainly for goai-talinta and selected yeri-talinta, particularly fields outside the 

immediate vicinity of the compound. The heads of twenty-eight compounds 

who own ploughs indicated that they forbid the use of the plough on their yeri-

kaduksa and guuta-talinta. A male farmer pointed out that there are many 

graves dotted over almost all the fields within the immediate vicinity of his 

compound (yeri-kaduksa and guuta-talinta) and this makes the use of the 

plough not feasible. He suggested that in the process of using the plough on 

these fields, one can accidentally open them up (desecrate them). The elder 

explained that it is sacrilegious to open up an old grave without good reasons 

and without the performance of the necessary rituals. When there is a need to 

dig up an old grave, it is the duty of the sole duty of the chief u ndertaker 

(vayiak-kpak) to do it after members of the deceased family have performed 

the r equired r ituals t o p acify t he e arth g od, t he a ncestors a nd t he d ead. A 

male head of compound in Fumbesi attributed misfortunes that befell his 

compound years ago to the accidental opening of a grave during ploughing. 

According to him, a young man (now dead) of his family accidentally opened 

up an old grave during ploughing but failed to report it to the elders so that the 

necessary rites could be performed. It was only after the mysterious death of 

the young man, and other subsequent misfortunes, that he discovered 

through a consultation of a soothsayer the cause of death of the member and 

continued misfortunes. According to him, the action of the dead member 

angered the gods and ancestors. Several compound heads gave similar 

reasons for the restrictions on the use of the plough on their yeri-kaduksa and 

guuta-talinta. Other informants explained that the restriction of the use of the 

plough on selected fields is because some "soils reject or are unsuitable for 

the t echnology" o r t he a ncestors d isliked t he p ractice. F armers w ho t alk of 

some soil rejecting or are unsuitable for the plough technology, gave lateritic 

soils which are thin or shallow with sheet of laterite underneath them as an 

example. Here we see the Bulsa in vague way assigning both biophysical and 

socio-cultural reasons for the restrictions on the use of the plough on 
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compound fields. Farmers do not see the two limitations (biophysical and 

socio-cultural) as exclusively independent of each other. 

In contrast, land use extension workers gave a direct functional 

explanation for farmers' attitude towards the use of the plough. For the 

extension workers, continuous cultivation of compound fields over many 

years have caused soils around the compound to develop weak and loose 

soil structures. For extension officials, using the plough or tractor on such 

fragile and shallow soils is ecologically unsound because it leads to leaching 

of nutrients into deeper soil horizons denying shallow roots corps such as 

millet and sorghum of nutrients. A number of scholars (Hakvoort 1999; 

Anane-Sakye 1993, Gyarteng 1973 Korem 1985) made similar remarks 

regarding the use of the tractor and its effects on nutrient leaching on the 

savannah soils in Northern Ghana. 

8.2.4. Pisciculture 

Pisciculture (fish farming) as a full-time occupation is absent in the 

Bulsa district although fish is a major source of protein in the area. The Bulsa 

regard fishing as a part time occupation and there is no deliberate 

construction offish farms as practiced in other parts of the country (e.g. some 

parts of Southern Ghana). Despite the absence of pisciculture, fishing 

remains an important part of Bulsa life, especially among communities along 

water bodies (e.g. rivers, streams and dams). In Fumbesi, fishing is a major 

part-time occupation, and there is at least one fisherman in every compound I 

visited. Out of sixty-three compounds in Fumbesi, fifty-eight have at least two 

fishermen. The prominence of fishing in Fumbesi is probably due to the 

presence of many water sources in the area. The Sisili and Kalpawn rivers 

and their tributaries are only about five to eight kilometres from Fumbesi. 

Even in these communities, fishing is not anywhere near as important as the 

other activities. 

Land custodians and their families control and protect many of the 

important fishing grounds (rivers, streams and lakes). The Bulsa link the 

welfare of their society to the purity and sanctity of some of these water 
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bodies, which they regard as gods, and abodes of the land and ancestral 

spirits. Members believe that when they defy the rules and customs that 

preserve the purity of these rivers or streams, the gods react and withdraw 

their protection over the living. The river gods take revenge in the form of 

drought, epidemic, poor harvest and famine. Thirteen custodians, interviewed 

on the topic, suggested that the river gods and spirits come next after the 

earth and the rain gods in terms of feared and reverence. Eight custodians 

claimed that the river shrines are part of the earth gods while the other five 

suggested that river shrines are children of the earth gods. 

Custodians of river shrines control the pattern and frequency of fishing 

in selected rivers. The restrictions and regulations take the form of total to 

partial ban. W ith the partial ban, there are restrictions on the time of year 

people can fish and the type of fishing equipment they can use. In Fumbesi, 

fishing is forbidden in most dams, rivers and streams in the dry season 

especially around the month of March. Around this period (dry season), 

fishing in most rivers is also restricted to the use of traditional equipment such 

as sinsa-guli (plunge basket), chagsik (local sieves made from millet stalks 

and grass), neeb (local fibre ropes) and yoalung (small baskets made from 

straw). Any person who violates fishing regulations risks getting drowned or 

falling sick. Elders give socio-cultural reasons (where the gods fetch their 

water in the dry season) for restricting and regulating fishing in selected rivers 

in the dry seasons. Although it was different to ascertain whether the effects 

of these bans on fishing correspond with spawning and other vital seasons in 

fishes lifecycles, and whether members may not have consciously structured 

these rules as mechanisms to control over-exploitation of marine or water 

resources. It appears that they are certainly aware of the ecological effects of 

over fishing. Hence, they associate the drying up of water bodies with 

disturbances and over fishing. 
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8.3. CROPPING PATTERN 

Five major crops feature prominently in the Bulsa farm economy with 

respect to i mportance a nd n umber of h ectares p ut u nder c ultivation: m illet, 

sorghum, guinea com, groundnuts and rice (Table 8.3). Beans, maize/com, 

cowpea and other root crops such as sweet potatoes, yams and cassavas 

follow closely as secondary crops. The main cropping patterns for these crops 

are continuous, mixed or intercropping and pure stands. Mixed and 

continuous cropping accounts for about 85% of the cropping pattern (MOFA 

1999). With compound fields especially yeri-kaduksa, intercropping is the 

norm. With c ertain c rops s uch a s r ice a nd m aize, a nd r oot c rops i ncluding 

sweet potatoes and yam, farmers use the pure-stands system of cropping. As 

mentioned earlier, groundnuts, rice, cowpea and cotton are gaining 

importance as cash crops over the staple food crops among most young 

farmers. These crops are cultivated mainly using pure stand or monocropping 

system. Young men and women, youth and women's associations (e.g. 31ST 

December Women Movement, Bilinsa Youth Association, Kalijisa Youth 

Association and the Christian Mothers Association of the Catholic Church) 

cultivate these crops to generate income. 

8.3.1. Mixed or intercropping 

Mixed or intercropping is the most predominant cropping system in 

Bulsa District as in many parts of Northern Ghana. Sinoquent (1995) and 

Adolph et al. (1993) both note that the success stories and popularity of 

intercropping have, in recent times, attracted the attention of researchers from 

diverse disciplines including anthropology, rural sociology, economics, 

agronomy, entomology, ecology and geography. Hulugalle and Lac (1986), 

Hardter (1989), Diehl (1984), Bonsu (1998), Lambert (1992) and De and 

Singh (1981) provide good review on the debate on the benefits of 

intercropping over monocropping. 

Intercropping takes a variety of combinations (Table 8.4) and involves 

the cultivation of two or more crops simultaneously on the same piece of field 



269 

for a greater part of their growing periods. Thus, with mixed cropping, the 

farmer plants more than two crops at the same or at different times on the 

same field in one growing season. Intercropping combinations, especially at 

the level of the compound field, incorporate different varieties of vegetables 

and other ground crops suggesting the importance of vegetables to farming 

households. Intercropping takes different forms; farmers may choose to plant 

the crops in distinct rows, in patches, (patch intercropping) and strips. With 

strip intercropping, farmers plant the crops in strips and the spaces between 

the crops are wide enough to permit independent cultivation, yet narrow 

enough for the different crops to interact. 

All male heads of one hundred and twenty-three compounds covered 

in the survey expressed their preference for mixed cropping and intercropping 

to monocropping or pure stands. The most preferable combination of 

intercropping is the mixture of legumes with cereal crops and vegetables. 

Compound fields, especially the yeri-kaduksa contain this forni of 

intercropping (sorghum, millet, beans and vegetables). Farmers gave a 

number of reasons for their preference for intercropping and mixed cropping 

to pure or monocropping, and these include risk minimization, to check the 

spread of pest and diseases, and for soil protection. 

8.3.1.1. Crop variety and risk minimization: 
By intercropping beans and vegetables with millet and sorghum, 

farmers meet the protein and fat requirement of their household. With 

intercropped or mixed (e.g. early, late millet, sorghum and vegetables), crops 

mature at different times allowing farmers to space out the harvesting over 

the length of the season. This allows farmers and their households to enjoy 

the consumption of different crops over the farming season. Risks are high 

when farmers cultivate crops on pure stands since crop failure means total 

loss; mixed cropping allows farmers to minimise the risk and effects of crop 
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failure (Korem 4 7 1979). Thus, with monocropping, farmer suffer total loss 

during times of unfavourable weather conditions or if there is crop disease or 

pests. In contrast, with mixed cropping, there are chances that farmers will 

still get yields from the other crops. Furthermore, intercropping with legume, a 

common practice in the Bulsa area adds nitrogen to the soil. 

8.3.1.2. Check the spread of pests and diseases. 

A number of studies (Korem 1979; Ignatief et al. 1968) show that 

monocropping is usually a paradise for pest and disease. Intercropping 

minimises the spread of crop diseases and reduces the use of pesticides 

which most subsistence farmers cannot afford. In an interview with Moses 

Appiah (manager of the Presbyterian Agricultural Project), he confirmed 

farmers' claim that mixed cropping minimises the spread of disease. Appiah 

explained that from his experience working with Bulsa farmers for the past 

fifteen years, mixed farming is an effective method of checking the spread of 

crop pests and diseases. Farmers are consciously aware that minority plants 

in mixed or intercropped fields usually grow free from diseases where as 

pests attack the majority plants. Farmers are also aware that some crops are 

more susceptible to diseases when sown on pure stance. A male farmer cited 

the watermelon, neri and gourds as examples. Farmers scatter these crops 

throughout their yeri-kaduksa so that a high proportion of the crop escapes 

the attack of the melon fly. 

8.3.1.3. Soil protection and complementary effects 
Fanners are aware that certain crops such as legumes and groundnut 

provide favourable conditions for other crops such as sorghum or millet. As 

such, farmers intercrop their fields with ground or cover crops such as beans, 

4 7 A Slovak agriculturist, environmentalist, writer and agricultural consultant who spent over 
twenty years working in Northern Ghana on agricultural development. He has written 
extensively on various aspects of agriculture in Ghana, with a strong focus on Northern 
Ghana. I regard him as an authority especially on issues that relate to land use changes over 
the years. Most of my data on the historical aspects on the use of chemical fertilizer is from a 
number of interviews with Korem, who was personally interested in my research and provided 
me with all his reports and other literature on the subject. 
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neri and gourds. Inter-planting fields with ground crops helps to protect soils 

against wind and rain erosion, and the direct heat of the sun, which is 

sometimes extreme. Farmers intercrop sorghum fields with a variety of crops 

such as peppers, garden eggs, and okra because the former provides 

microclimate for the latter crops. 

Although farmers do not directly mention that certain plants and crops 

are nitrogen fixing, it is obvious that they aware of the complementary effects 

of intercropping nitrogen fixing plants with non-nitrogen fixing plants. They 

explained that besides the socio-cultural importance of beans in Bulsa 

society, the crop and other ground crops provide poosim48 (green manure for 

the fields). 

8.3.1.4. Lowers labour requirements 

Intercropping deep-rooted crops (sorghum or millet) with shallow-

rooted crops (beans and other ground crops) induces ground vegetation 

cover and helps check the growth of weeds. This practice also minimises the 

spread of weed, saves the farmer, labour input and resources on farm inputs 

such as fertilisers and pesticides. 

8.3.2. Crop rotation 

With crop rotation, the farmer rotates different crops on the same piece 

of field in different years. When a farmer cultivates groundnuts on the plot for 

a year or two, in the third and fourth year he puts the plot to the production of 

guinea com or millet. Farmers are aware that different crops have different 

nutrient requirements and root systems and as such, they rotate crops based 

on these characteristics. They rotate beans and groundnuts with millet and 

sorghum and shallow-rooted with deep-rooted crops. With new bush farms, 

farmers usually start such fields with sorghum, and after the second or third 

year, they put the land back to the production of groundnuts or beans. Like 

"This term poosim is also used in different context to mean bad character, nasty or spoiled 
child (biik-poosik) 
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mixed or intercropping, crop rotation is an important factor that farmers use to 

develop a diverse weed and disease control program at the local level. 

8.4. THE ORGANIZATION OF FARMING ACTIVITIES 

Farming in the Bulsa society is communal enterprise but there are 

clear divisions of labour by gender and age at the household level concerning 

tasks and responsibilities of the individual members in fami operations. All 

adult members participate in decision-making process in the planning of 

farming activities. However, major decisions lie with the male head of the 

family. Boys and girls participate in minor farm activities such as sowing and 

the first weeding as part of the practical learning process. 

8.4.1. Farm activities and division of labour 

In spite of the collective nature of farm operations in which women 

participate fully in almost every farm activity, male farmers claim that women 

are not farmers in their own right. Women disputed this claim but 

acknowledge that men have more control over farm operations, especially 

major decision-making than women do. There is also age and gender division 

of labour regarding the performance of agricultural activities (Table 8.5) 

Members consider the communal household fields as the most 

important and give priority to them in terms of labour investment; when it 

comes to sowing, weeding and harvesting. In addition, elders encourage 

individual members, especially young men to maintain their own private fields. 

Young men devote their private fields to the cultivation of predominantly cash 

crops such as rice, cowpea and groundnuts. Elders explained that in the past, 

this practice was encouraged as part of the practical learning process to 

equip young men with farm managerial skills, but the arrangement currently 

poses a number of problems. Elders and heads of households complain that 

young men are beginning to abuse the system. Currently, young men tend to 

neglect the household communal farms; concentrating on their private cash 

crops fields. Elders complain that when the young men sell the produce from 

their private fields, they keep the money to themselves and use It to buy 
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bicycles, radio sets or tape recorders and clothing, while head of households 

struggle to feed the children and other older members the domestic group. 

As indicated, supervision and control of the household's operations fall 

directly under the male the head and other experienced members within the 

domestic unit (household or compound). They makes major farm decisions 

about what types of crops to cultivate, what cropping system (pure or mixed) 

to adopt or employ and size of fields to cultivate. Heads and elders make 

decision as to what fields the domestic group should allow to under go fallow 

and for how long. In addition, it is the duty of the head of the domestic unit to 

look for new fields and make the necessary arrangement for their acquisition. 

One of their important functions is also to distribute land to adult members 

who may need their own prívate fields. 

Generally, men clear and prepare the land, undertake the second and 

third weeding, and make raised beds for crops such as tomatoes and sweet 

potatoes. Men are responsible for the production of the major cereal crops 

while women cultivate vegetable for soups and stews, and sell part of the 

produce for money to buy other soup ingredients such as salt and other 

spices. In recent times, women are becoming more involved in the production 

of cash crops (groundnuts, rice and maize). Women are responsible for 

selecting seeds, sowing, harvesting, processing and marketing. The caring of 

young crops and seedlings including peppers and tomatoes in nurseries and 

backyard vegetable farms is also the responsible of the women folk. 

Deviations from these gender-specific roles are quite common, as division of 

labour varies from one family to the other, with many internal arrangements 

depending on the composition and size of the domestic unit. Women 

practically participate in all farm activities except for the last weeding. The last 

weeding requires a lot of physical energy, which men claim is not physically 

conducive for women. Men and women work together on specific farm 

activities (e.g. sowing and harvesting). Men may choose to weed their wives' 

vegetable field or assist in the harvesting. In women-dominated households, 
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women take on tasks traditionally reserved for men, and the reverse holds 

true in men-dominated domestic units. 

In Bulsa society, gender division of labour, especially in the agriculture 

sector is getting narrower, as women are taking up a number of farming 

activities including weeding as a full-time job, which was once part-time 

occupation (Figure 8.10). In addition, migration of male youth in most 

households to the cities and to commercial farming settlements (a topic I will 

address later) is a major factor that contributes to the weakening or 

breakdown of the traditional division of labour. Konings (1986:161) aptly notes 

that, 'the departure of most of the energetic youth in the Bulsa District has 

necessitated an increase in labour input from both elders and women in 

agricultural activities'. In addition, as young men are shifting from the 

production of food to cash crops, women have become more involved in food 

crop production. From my observations, I should stressed that greater burden 

of agriculture is falling on women because more young men than women 

migrate to towns and cities. 

Bulsa land tenure systems tend to favour the men but wealthy women, 

especially traders, have no problems getting land for private cultivation. 

Traders or market women use gifts and money to entice landowners to give 

them land. Women also acquire land for their private farms from their 

husbands, friends of their husbands' and from "wife-boy friends4 9" {pok-nong, 

pok-nongta). Pok-nong is similar to 'friend of the family* and it is an 

institutionalized practice in Bulsa society. The pok-nongta labour is also a 

source of labour for women with private fields. Women use the produce from 

their private field to supplement the household food supply, sell part of it to 

buy clothes for themselves and their children, and to pay for their children's 

Wife-boy friend is a special type of relationship between a married woman and members of 
her husbands' group but it can sometimes be extended to members outside the group. The 
relationship is nothing more than mutual assistance to each other and has no sexual 
connotations at all. The woman will occasionally prepare food and invite the boy friend to 
come and eat. Parties to the relationship assist each other in tasks such as sowing, 
harvesting and many other non-agricultural activities (building or construction of 
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school and hospital fees. Some women invest some of the money from the 

sale of their farm products in off-farm activities such as petty trade. Women 

control the production and marketing decisions for crops from their private 

fields. 

8.4.2. Sources of farm labour 

Beside the household labour, farmers rely on a number of other 

sources for assistance. Farmers ask their friends or relatives to contribute 

labour to help them with their farm work or activities. As a communal activity, 

households and individuals rely on the assistance of members of the family, 

lineage and clan, making communal labour the most common source of 

labour to Bulsa farmers. Every farmer interviewed indicated he/she uses this 

form of assistance. However, communal labour is becoming less patronised 

partly due to the introduction of monetary economy, and commercial farming. 

Organising communal labour takes two main forms: formal and 

informal. With the informal, the farmer simply goes from compound to 

compound within his clan or lineage to ask members for their assistance. In 

the formal case, a farmer sends a gift or "greetings" such as chicken, tobacco 

and colanuts (Co/a nitida or Cola acuminata) to compound head or elder, or a 

relative or friend within or outside his own clan lineage, clan or even village to 

arrange communal labour on his behalf. With the formal type of communal 

labour, farmers make their request through a person of higher social status 

(compound, lineage or clan head). When a compound head, a friend or 

relative accepts the gift, it is an indication that he has accepted the 

responsibility. The person upon receiving the gifts calls a meeting of members 

of immediate family and presents the request. Members then discuss the 

request and its acceptability, and if it is acceptable to members, they send 

back a message to the farmer of their readiness to assist. Representatives of 

the group in consultation with the farmer requesting for the assistance then fix 

compounds).There is a cordial relationship and sometimes parties pass on information they 
want to tell their real husbands through wife-boy-friends. 
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a day to carry out the assignment. A farmer may choose this route of eliciting 

communal labour if he is not popular or has incurred the displeasure of his kin 

group. Another reason is that a farmer who has already asked for more 

communal labour than what members of the group deemed appropriate may 

use this channel to elicit labour. This is because if the farmer approaches 

members of the community directly to request their assistance, they are likely 

to ignore his request or a few people will attend to his call. Passing his 

request through a respected elder is more acceptable to the community. 

Pito 5 0 farming parties (daam-kpari literally translated as drinking 

farming parties) is another source of communal labour. This source is limited 

to compound, lineage, clan and village heads, and sub-chiefs and chiefs. 

When a head any of these groups needs assistance, he brews pito and 

invites the entire community with the reason that he wants to make sacrifices 

to the ancestors, when he actually wants the community to give him extra 

help on his fields. Pito farming parties are among the best attended 

communal farming activities in Bulsa society. Music and drumming 

accompany the fanners during such occasions. Informants explained that the 

music and drumming energize them and make them work hard without feeling 

tired. The Bulsa organise the pito farming parties mostly for the third weeding 

(chaung) in sorghum and the late millet. 

Another source of communal labour is sons-in-law (chichambirini, 

which means in-laws farming party). The Bulsa consider it culturally 

unacceptable, rude or disrespectful for a son-in-law or brother-in-law to turn 

down h is father-in-laws' request for a ssistance w ithout s erious reasons. To 

turn down a father-in-law's request for assistance is a strong ground for the 

father to recall his daughter, which may lead to divorce. Although 

chichambirini is still popular in some settlements, it is increasingly becoming 

less popular in Sandema itself, partly due to the emergence of wage labour. 

Pito is a corrupted Hausa word for local beer brewed from sorghum, guinea com and com 
(Abraham 1962; Taylor 1957). 
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Sons-in-laws now prefer to give money to their father in-laws to organise 

labour for their fields. 

Wage labour, including payment in kind or barter (giving guinea fowl 

eggs, h ens o r seeds i n return for I abour) i s a popular method for soliciting 

extra farm labour. A farmer may collect seedlings, eggs, hens and hoes from 

another farmer, and in return, assist such a farmer with his farm work (provide 

labour). The exchange rate between these items and labour supply is not 

rigid, and depends on the relationship between the parties. Like chichambirini, 

money or wage labour is gradually replacing the use of eggs and seeds as a 

method of soliciting extra farm labour. Cash labour is particularly common 

with commercial farmers, traders and civil servants. At the time of the 

fieldwork, the daily wage that commercial farmers pay to farm labourers was 

about five hundred Ghanaian cedis (exchange rate at the time of the fieldwork 

was 7000 cedis to $1 US) plus feeding and drinks. 

Friends may also come together to help one another in rotation, in 

which they spend one day on each other farm on rotational basis. In times of 

bereavement, friends, relatives and other sympathizers also come together 

and organize themselves to work on the farms of the bereaved family 

Except for in-laws' communal labour which take more than a day 

(between 2 to 7 days), all other sources of communal labour are one day's 

work. With all forms of labour (communal or wage), work usually starts at 

about 9 a.m. after the participating farmers have spent the early part of the 

morning working on their own farm or looking for termites to feed their 

chickens. The work finishes between 5 and 6 p.m. In all communal farming 

activities, the host provides lunch and supper, colanut and tobacco. In 

addition, he provides alcoholic drinks including local gin (akpetesi) brewed in 

Southern Ghana. 

In all communal farming activities, all participants are obligated to 

perform honest and good work, thus, the host expects everyone do proper 

weeding. However, keen competition makes farmers who cannot cope with 

the competition to do poor weeding or weed out young crops. Consequently, 
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the elders who are too weak to participate actively and directly act as 

supervisors. The elders walk around to ensure that participating farmers do a 

good job. I had the opportunity to attend a number of pito farming parties and 

talked to elders about their roles. Elders explained that their role is provide 

moral support and to encourage participants. They perform this task by 

repeatedly calling the fanners who are doing good job by their 'praise names' 

(buseina) or great grandfathers' names. Already mentioned, in the case of in

laws, individual farmers who excel as good and hardworking farmers win 

wives. 

Although the above-mentioned forms of communal labour are available 

to all farmers, the ability of a farmer to use them depends on his or her 

economic resources. As earlier stated, the host has to provide meals and 

drinks for the group, and poor farmers who lack resources prefer to rely on 

their own household labour. 

8.5. CYCLE OF AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITIES 

Farming activities are spread throughout the year with the rainy season 

as the peak activity time for the farmers and their families (Figure 8.11). In 

addition, also see table 8.6 cropping circles for most of the common crops 

cultivated in the area. In anticipation for the rainy season, fanners carry out 

many related activities over the dry season. 

8.5.1. Land search and preparation of fields 

In the case of new farm fields, the annual cycle of farming activities 

begins with the search for suitable a site. This starts between July and 

November when the vegetation is still green. The type of vegetation and 

species that grows on the land gives the farmer some indications of the type 

of crops that the land can support. As farmers are familiar with the nutrient 

requirements of many of the crops they cultivate, in their search for new 

fields, they look for clues that give them some ideas of the suitability and 

fertility or nutrient content. To assess general land fertility, farmers look at the 

type, thickness and height of the vegetation that grows on the land. The 
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presence o f b aobab t rees o n a p iece o f I and i ndicates t hat t he s oil i s I ess 

acidic and is good for crops such as beans, late millet and guinea com. In 

addition, farmers determine the depth of the soil through the presence of 

kpingkpa-nyiiga (elephant grass), may sometime dig a bit into the soil to 

determine its depth. Farmers suggest that areas of high dew are suitable for 

the cultivation of guinea com because it is critical during the flowering stage 

of the crop. In addition, farmers know from experience and practice that crops 

do better under the thorny tree {Acacia albida) and as such use it as an 

indicator of high fertility. 

When a farmer selects a potential site, he takes the necessary steps to 

acquire the land if he does not already have user rights. For millet or sorghum 

fields, farmers clear the newly acquired fields between September and 

October when there are still rains to allow the vegetation to decompose on 

the land. On old farms, the land preparation is between March and April with 

the clearing of the stalks of previous harvests. Farmers remove all left over 

plant waste (stalks and leaves) and unwanted materials and bushes with 

locally made implements (hoe, axe or cutlass) which they gather into small 

heaps and bum. 

Bulsa farmers are aware of the positive relationship between trees and 

soil fertility and spare some tree species on the field during land preparation.. 

Farmers recognise that the leaves that fall from trees provide nutrients 

(poosim, meaning green manure) to the soil when the leaves decompose. 

Leaves of certain species also attract animals to them in the dry season 

(Figure 8.12). A s the a nimals s pend a lot of time a round these trees, they 

leave their droppings on the field. In addition to economic tree species such 

as dawadawa, shea, ebony and baobab and other timber trees, farmers 

maintain and manage thorny trees on their farmlands, which they say are the 

abodes of good spirits that protect and nourish the crops. The integration of 

trees in tropical land use systems (agroforestry) is an indigenous practice in 

many parts of Africa and Asia (.Nair 1989; Benneh et al. 1976). Bulsa 

subsistence farmer will not cut down life shea and dawadawa trees on their 
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fields for firewood or construction unless these tree species are dead. 

Products from the shea and dawadawa provide farmers and their families with 

food and revenue in times of food scarcity. In a study Tahidu (1997) 

conducted among farmers in the Northern Region on the percentage retention 

of traditional trees on crops lands during land clearance, he noted that 

farmers retain 100% of shea trees, 85% of dawadawa, 75% of neem and 65% 

of mango on their farmlands. Tahidu (1997) and Nair (1989) also noted that 

the practice of sparing trees on farmlands together with ground cover crops 

helps to absorb the kinetic energy of falling rains and thus helps to reduce 

erosion caused by runoff water. As argued earlier, besides the economic 

values of some of these tree species, Bulsa subsistence farmers believe trees 

on their farmland have socio-cultural relevance (possess special spirits that 

help to enhance the productivity of their land) 

Despite the farmers' recognition of the importance of trees, sometimes, 

with the newly acquired virgin lands overgrown with grass, they may simply 

set the entire field on fire. All farmers claim that the use of fire to clear fields is 

not a recommended practice. However, they suggest that when there is the 

need for farmers to use fire, they must take the necessary steps to provide a 

fire belt around the field in order to prevent the fire from accidentally burning 

into adjacent fields that may contain economic trees. I n spite of this claim, 

observations reveal that in practice, farmers rarely bother to take the needed 

precautions to keep fires under control. There appears to be no strict rules 

that forbid the practice or sanctions against a farmer who uses fire in clearing 

and fails to provide fire belts. Partly as a result of the lack of strict rules and 

sanctions, bush fires are extremely common in the Bulsa District, especially 

towards the end of the wet season (October to December) and the months 

immediately before the farming season (March to April). The preparation of 

fields also involves filling holes and eroded areas created from the harvesting 

of root and cereal crops (removal of millet and sorghum stems) and by rains 

or runoffs from previous seasons. 
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8.5.2. Selection of seeds and sowing 

Bulsa farmers possess an in-depth knowledge of genetic resource 

management. Over the years, they have developed a complex system of 

obtaining quality seeds, and livestock breeds through informal networks 

among farmers. Bulsa farmers know their colleagues, relatives and friends in 

the community who produce quality seeds and will approach such farmers to 

arrange for seed exchange or purchase during the time of harvest. 

Farmers also deliberately demarcate plots that they observe to contain 

healthy stands, free from pest and disease, and select the seeds for the next 

year or season from these demarcated fields. The head and other elderly 

members including wives carefully select the best seed varieties of each crop 

during the time of harvest and treat such seeds with neem tree leaves to 

protect them from disease and insect infestation. They store the seeds 

separately in containers (pots, woven baskets, and granaries). Through many 

years of experimentation of careful seed selection, farmers have developed 

many distinct local varieties with different crop types. For example, there are 

about three varieties of Bambara beans (white, black and red) and three local 

varieties or races of sorghum and guinea com (red, white and red-in-black) 

and over five varieties of rice. 

Farm activities for the season begin with the sorting and preparation of 

seeds alongside land preparation. A month prior to the time of sowing, they 

re-sort their seeds. Before farmers take the seeds to the farm, the yeri-nyono, 

the person responsible for communication between the dead and the living 

family members, and also the political representative of his lineage segment; 

comprising himself, all members in his compound including the ancestors 

perform the necessary offerings to the family gods to ask for their protection 

during the farming season. He makes appeals to and calls upon the gods to 

bless the seeds, scare off any evil spirits that may interfere with the farming 

activities, the health family members, and to induce good yields. 

Farmers usually start the first sowing with the yeri-kaduksa and guuta-

talinta, which they regard as the ancestral fields and abode of the spirits of 
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the a ncestors. F or t he s owing a nd h arvesting c ycles for m ost m ajor c rops, 

see table 8.6. Even members of the compound who own no yeri-kaduksa 

devote the first day of the sowing to help the head of the compound on his 

nang-suik yeri-kaduksa (the yeri-kaduksa directly in front of or facing the gate 

of the compound). With cereals, sowing is done with hoe and dibble stick; the 

men make the holes (about one to one and half inches deep in the ground) 

and the women put the seeds into these holes and cover them. The 

appearance of a chameleon in the field during the sowing is a sign of good 

luck and potential excellent yields. 

The moment farmers sow the seeds, life becomes hectic for both 

adults and the children in the household. Children and wives lose the better 

part of their morning sleep until the seeds have germinated and become well 

established. Children wake up at dawn and must be at the farm before the 

first rays of the sun strike the ground. The children equip themselves with 

slings, catapults and stones and position themselves around the edges of the 

field and on trees to drive away birds that may come to pick up the seeds and 

young seedlings. In addition, they are to ensure that unattended animals do 

not destroy the young seedlings. Adult men and women assist the children, 

especially when the seeds begin to germinate. Birds and unattended animals 

are major problems from the time of sowing to the time of harvesting. Farmers 

complain about the menace of birds, wild animals particularly monkeys, 

rodents and unattended animals as some of their major problems. An elderly 

male farmer suggested that an entire sown field could be lost If a farmer falls 

to take the necessary steps and measures to control the activities of both 

domestic and wild animals and birds during planting and harvesting periods. 

In response to some of these menaces, farmers have to make intelligent 

calculation to ensure it rains after sowing. Besides the fact that slight rain is 

ideal for good germination, the rains also help to cover the marks left after 

sowing and this reduces the chances of birds removing the seeds. As 

indicated earlier, farmer prefer to sow their fields when It rains around the first 

and last quarter of the moon because there are high chances of follow up 
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rains to "bathe" the new moon. Farmer will not sow their bush fields around 

the first quarter of the moon because according to their calculation there are 

remote chances of follow-up rains to cover marks lefts after sowing. Bush 

farms are difficult to monitor for it takes time for children to get them, and this 

make farmer to rely on other natural factors such as rain to deal with the 

problem of birds picking up seed after sowing. 

8.5.3. Weeding and ploughing 

Depending on the type of crops they intend to cultivate and the field 

(compound or bush field), farmers do the ploughing or weeding at different 

times. With old fields especially yeri-kaduksa, farmers sow first and follow up 

in a couple of weeks with the weeding. However, much rain prior to sowing 

makes old fields weedy. Under such circumstances, farmers first weed or 

plough the old fields before sowing. This preliminary weeding is optional as 

farmers sometimes choose to sow a weedy field and immediately weed on 

over the seeds before they germinate. This p reliminary weeding (gating) is 

light work, and both women and children participate. The garing is also the 

learning process for young boys and girls. 

In the case of new fields, farmers weed with hoes or plough with 

tractors or bullocks to loosen the soil before they sow. Depending on the crop, 

preparation of new fields for sowing takes different forms. For groundnuts, 

maize and rice fields, farmers either use the plough or tractor services if they 

can afford the cost. With the plough, they make long and narrow ridges (about 

a foot wide) and plant the crops on the ridges (see Figure 8.6). For rice fields, 

farmers d o t he p lanting o n b oth t he r idges a nd t he furrows b etween t hem. 

Although most farmers make these ridges parallel to the slope of the field, 

there are few cases of cross ridges (ploughing along the contours). Asiamah 

(1993) and Antwi et al. (1996) note the practice of land tillage in Northern 

Ghana where farmers construct ridges across the slope of the land helps to 

control or check soil erosion. Farmers, who cannot afford the cost of tractor or 

bullock, build manual bed or mounds, especially for waterlogged areas and 
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for crops sensitive to too much water. Farmers make similar beds for yams, 

peppers, tomatoes, garden eggs and Bambara beans. 

With manual beds, farmers use mainly the broad bed making methods 

in which they stagger beds in various directions in order to reduce the effect 

of erosion that run-off water may cause. The beds take several shapes and 

sizes: conical oval or flattop and semi-circular depending on the topography. 

Beds constructed on low and gradual slopes are usually shorter and wider in 

diameter than those on steep or high slopes. The strength of the farmer 

determines the size of mound or bed. Strong and young farmers usually make 

big or large beds. Farmers construct the beds in lines, with gaps or channels 

between them to allow optimum runoff flow. Fanners sometimes make long 

beds or mounds around or towards the edges of their fields to trap runoff 

water and enhance water supply to the crops during drought spells. 

Kassogne, Dolo and Ponsioen (1990) note that manual beds facilitate easy 

percolation and allow farmers to cultivate thin soils. Additionally, in the 

process of making mounds farmers cover the weed with the soil, and this 

serves as green compost. The making of beds is indigenous to the area and 

there are no indications that the technology has been modified in the last 

century. 

Depending on the crop and the threat of weeds, there are two to three 

weedings after the sowing. Farmers are familiar with type of crops that are 

'weed-tolerant', and which are not, and adjust their weeding schedules and 

patterns accordingly. During the various stages of weeding farmers use 

different weeding techniques to ensure that crops develop good root systems 

to withstand drought. Farmers explain that weeding lengthens the productive 

life span of the field and enhances good yields. The first weeding begins 

about two to three weeks after germination in the case of millet, sorghum, 

maize and rice. For crops such as groundnuts and bambara beans that 

require only one weeding, the weeding begins about four weeks after 

germination. 
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The first weeding after sowing (puurik) is the most important weeding 

because the crops must get a good start. Farmers make sure that the crops 

outgrow the weeds (lead the weed in growth). This is because if the reverse 

happens the crops will become pale or yellow resulting in poor yields. It is 

light work and both women and children participate in it. It is sometimes 

difficult to differentiate between crops and weeds at this early stage of crop 

growth. As such, adult members have to keep close eyes or watch on 

inexperienced children who take part in the weeding process to ensure that 

they do not weed out crops. During the first weeding, farmers pay attention to 

loosening and heaping of the soil around the base of the crops. 

The second weeding (wutulik) takes place just at the time the crop is 

beginning to flower. Wutulik is applicable to early and late millet, sorghum, 

rice and guinea com. This is a much heavier or more difficult job and only 

adult males and a few energetic women participate in it. During this stage, 

farmers make small-sized mounds around the crop by pressing the loose soil 

close to the crop to a height of ten to twenty centimetres from the surface of 

the soil. The small-sized mounds facilitate and enhance moisture retention in 

the field. In addition, this technique of weeding helps to depress the 

emergence of weeds. For overgrown weeds, farmers pull them out, shake off 

the soil from their roots and allow them to dry and become decomposed, 

while they cover up the less threatening weeds with the soil. Farmers explain 

that leaving the overgrown weeds on the surface of the fields allows them to 

wither e asily. A ppiah e xplained t hat t his m ethod o f w eed s erves a s m ulch, 

and helps recycle nutrients. In his view as a specialist, this practice allows 

nitrogen assimilation through bacterial decomposition and assists the 

development and flowering of crops. 

For both the first and second weedings to be effective there must be 

one to two days of dry weather to make the weeds dry or wither. At the same 

time, farmers explained that weeding during very dry weather could cause 

poor yields. In these two stages of the weeding process, farmers thin the 

crops to the required size and transplant crops into empty spaces. Farming 
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explained that thinning is vital as it helps to speed up growth and ensure 

quality stands and good yields. 

Third weeding (chaung) is performed solely in late millet and sorghum 

fields between the months of August and early September when the rains are 

frequent and are at their peak. It is the heaviest of the three weedings and 

only young and energetic adult male members perform it. Like the second 

weeding, farmers make mounds (chaung-kolima), measuring forty and fifty 

centimetres around the base of the crops. Farmers cover all the grass with 

soil and this allows the decomposition of the green grass. Farmers believe 

that failure to do the third weeding can results in poor yields in both the 

current and the proceeding year. 

Despite the attention farmers give to weeding, there is a general 

agreement among farmers that smoothening the cropped fields with some 

amount of weeds induces competition, stimulates crop growth and helps to 

reduce erosion caused by rainfall. Farmers explained that in the later part of 

crops' growth, it is necessary to allow weed to smooth the fields before the 

final or third weeding. In farmers' views, allowing limited competition between 

the crops and weeds makes the final weeding effective, and gives better 

yields to crops. Farmers also pointed out that allowing some amount of weeds 

in cropped fields, especially before the third weeding provides ground cover 

and protects fields from excessive heat and dry weather. However, this 

requires good judgement on the part of farmers since it is difficult to remove 

established or overgrown weeds or to prevent their re-establishment, 

especially If the removal of the overgrown weeds is not followed by four to 

seven days of continuous dry weather. A male farmer explained that the 

removal of well-established weeds entails deep hoeing and a lot of effort to 

shake off the soil from their roots in order to prevent them from re-establishing 

themselves. An extension officer at the District Agricultural Office expressed a 

similar view regarding the difficulties of dealing with overgrown weeds. He 

suggested that in the process of pulling and shaking the soil from the roots of 

overgrown grass, the soil structure becomes disturbed and this makes fields 
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prone to erosion when there are torrential rains, which are common in the 

area. 

To sum up my discussion on weeding techniques, it is important to 

state that the methods of tilling that the Bulsa farmers employ (including the 

construction mounds, beds or ridges) serves to control temperature, provide 

good drainage and moisture and reduce waterlog. For instance, the use of 

mounds or ridges allows farmers to bring fertile waterlogged areas under 

cultivation. The smoothening of cropped fields with weeds helps to reduce soil 

temperature and evaporation. The practice also protects fields from direct 

exposure of sunlight and moisture loss. Bonsu and Obeng (1979) note that 

the traditional tilling technologies, systems of cropping (mixed or 

intercropping, crop rotation), use of ground cover and farming practices 

(mixed farming and fallow systems) practised in Northern Ghana have a great 

potential for soil and water conservation and agricultural development. Based 

on a seríes of experiments they conducted among farmers in the Northern 

Region, Bonsu and Obeng (ibid) conclude that minimum tillage using the local 

hoe and application of organic manure, yields per hectare for millet almost 

double the same size of land in which farmers used tractor applied with 

fertiliser. They further note that field where farmers have used the traditional 

hoe and applied only organic manure, water and soil lost was significantly low 

as compare to fields ploughed with tractor and applied with chemical fertiliser. 

8.5.4. Harvesting 

Like sowing, the harvest period is a busy time for farmers and their 

households. Farmers make efforts to minimize waste and children have to 

spend the early morning and later afternoon driving away birds and animals 

such as monkeys, which cause considerable damage to crops such as early 

millet (Figure 8.13), groundnuts and maize. Except for those members who 

are physically weak (sick and very old people) all adult members of the 

household p anticipate in a Imost all t he h arvesting a ctivities. T hose w ho a re 

physically weak are usually assigns light duties such as selecting, sorting and 

drying of seeds, as well as taking care of children. 
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Communal labour is not well patronised at harvesting time since most 

farmers are busy trying to finish their harvests before livestock owners 

release their animals. However, a farmer or a household may sometimes 

invite close relatives and friends who are less busy to assist. In addition, a 

fanner may invite his pok-nong or a woman who has offered him sheanut oil 

during the farming season to come and help. Farmer considers it an honour 

and a sign of respect when a woman gives them sheanut oil. Although a 

farmer invites such a woman to come and help him with harvesting, 

ostensibly it is an occasion for the farmer to show his appreciation to the 

woman. A woman may honour the invitation and spend a day to assist, and 

after which the farmer gives her part of the crop. 

Farmers harvest various crops using different techniques depending 

on the type of field (bush or compound) and crop. For cereals such as millet, 

sorghum and guinea com, farmers may either cut off the heads while the 

stalks are left standing or they cut down the stalk first before cutting off the 

heads. For most compound farmers use the latter because of the demand for 

stalk as part of roofing material and for fuel energy. W ith bush fields, It is 

difficult to transport the stalks back home; as such, farmers adapt a quick 

approach by cutting off only the heads directly, leaving the stalks standing. 

Harvesting root crops is a skilful job and only the experienced farmers within 

the household usually perform it. 

Depending the distance between the field and the compound, after 

harvest, some farmers transport part of the crop remains (groundnut leaves, 

rice chuff and the stalks of the early millet and maize) to their homes. They 

will either spread the crop remains in the corral as bedding for their livestock 

or store them as feed for livestock over the dry season. At the beginning of 

the next season, farmers collect the decomposed animal bedding and the 

animal droppings from the corral, and spread it on their fields as fertiliser. This 

is the main source of fertiliser for Bulsa farmers. However, because it is 

produced on small-scale, farmers restrict its application to only compound 

fields, particularly yeri-kaduksa. 
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After harvesting, farmers transport the crops home on head loads 

(Figure 8.14) and dry them. They store the produce in pots, bams and other 

local granaries made of grass or clay. Before farmers store their crops, they 

brew pito, slaughter livestock, prepare food and make offerings to their gods 

(thanks giving sacrifice, Feok-bogta, sacrifices). 

From the time a farmer selects a field and through out the various 

stages of cultivation (e.g. clearing, weeding and harvesting), he must protect 

the field and crops from evil forces. The Bulsa believe that there are certain 

people who possess "red-eyes" (nii-moana) or special magical powers 

{nganta-kosiroa, gan-kosiroaba pl., ganta means property and kosi means to 

transfer through magical powers) that give them the power to transfer 

potential yields of a farmer's fields to theirs. To protect their fields, farmers put 

concoctions (e.g. broken calabashes, potsherds and stones) marked with the 

sign of cross in black colour, and tie them to the upper section of sticks, which 

they stick into the ground at the edge of the field after the final weeding. 

Farmers explained that these concoctions (farm medicine or juju) are meant 

to deter people with evil eyes and thieves from their fields. Farmers also 

sometimes tie pieces of white bands around trees on the fields, which they 

describe as an appeal to the spirits of these trees to protect the field and cast 

out evil spirits. It is common to come across broken pots or calabashes with 

various other objects and concoctions attached to stick and fixed into the 

ground at the edges of farms after the final weeding or over harvested crops. 

These objects and concoctions serve as prophylactic against evil spirits, 

thieves and nganta-kosiroaba 

8.5.5. Other forms of traditional land use technologies 

Farmers use specific technologies such a s stone-bunds or terracing, 

construction of basins and pits to deal with specific land management 

problems, such as erosion, leaching and declining soil fertility. Observations 

reveal that terracing and the construction of stone bunds are popular only in 

rocky areas such as Chuchuliga and Kadema where stones are easily 

available. Farmers in these two settlements build terraces around their fields 
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to help trap water and prevent erosion. In the absence of terraces, farmers in 

Sandema and Fumbesi line up millet and sorghum stalks around the edges of 

their fields to help reduce erosion from runoff water. 

In valley bottoms, farmers construct irregular shaped ridges and basins 

with local hoes to retain runoff water on rice fields. They construct ridges by 

heaping clay soils on top of leaves with sticks and logs placed at the 

foundation of the ridge. Farmers engaged in irrigation rice farming at the Tono 

and Vea dams in Navrongo and Bolgatanga use a similar technique to 

conserve water in their fields. Strip cropping where farmers plant special 

grass, mainly kpikpa-nyiiga (Andropogon sp.) along the contour of their 

cropped fields to help check erosion is also common in the area. 

Farmers take pains to minimize crop damage through insects by using 

a number of traditional pest management practices. They deliberately leave 

anthills on their fields as natural enemies of crop pests. When worms and 

caterpillars invade cropped fields, farmers spread seeds on the fields to 

attract birds. In addition, farmers take socio-religious measures to deal with 

such problems by performing rituals and making sacrifices to the earth and 

the ancestral gods to ask for the assistance. This is because the Bulsa 

attribute the cause of natural disasters such as worm invasion and drought to 

unapproved practices or anti-social activities by members of the society; to 

the Bulsa all ati-social activities and behaviours pollute the land, thereby 

angering the gods. 

8.6. LOCAL FARMERS AND EXTERNAL INPUTS 

At the time of my fieldwork, government and non-government 

organisations including the District departments of Agriculture and forestry, 

the Presbyterian Agricultural Station in Sandema and Catholic Agricultural 

Project in Wiaga, other private organisations were working with farmers to 

assist them in many areas of soil and water conservation. The Presbyterian 

Agricultural Station in Sandema and Catholic Agricultural Project in Wiaga in 

collaboration with local NGOs were assisting farmers on how to identify 
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contour lines on crop fields, so that they could place stones along them to 

check erosion. Ghanaian and non-NGOs such as the Community Initiative 

Forestry Project (American Peace Corps), and Vuum-Tiim Tree Planting and 

Kalijisa Cooperative (local NGO) were also seriously involved in mass 

education on the importance of tree planting, and to encourage and support 

farmers to plant trees on their field. Other major areas of land use where 

government and non-government agencies are involved In the District are in 

the provision of extension services, technological transfers and the supply of 

inputs (e.g. tractors, fertilisers, herbicides and pesticide) and financial support 

to farmers. 

Despite the presence of MOFA and the various NGOs in the Bulsa 

District, agricultural infrastructure including road networks, extension services 

and provision of farm inputs and financial support to subsistence farmers 

remain a major problem (MOFA 1999). In an interview with the head of one 

the non-government organisation, he strongly stated that MOFA has largely 

failed to make meaning impact on the traditional Bulsa farmer especially in 

the areas of technical intervention and appropriate technological transfer. 

According to him, external interventions including technological transfers from 

the government sector are either expensive for the local farmers or the 

models that intervention agents use to plan and implement their policies and 

programs are quite inappropriate or unsustainable. He went further to stress 

that small-scale farmers in the Bulsa District and the Upper East as whole find 

it extremely d ifficult to secure financial support from banks d ue to the high 

interest rates and their lack of collateral security. He mentioned the Upper 

Regional Agricultural development Project (URADEP), a World Bank 

sponsored project that woefully failed to produce any good results as 

example. My field O bservations a nd from my past experience working with 

the District Mobilisation Department, farmers tend to abandon most external 

inputs and technologies as soon as the external agencies pull out with the 

motivating factors (e.g. free supply of or subsidised input, free supporting 

services) that come with the with external programs. Obeng (1994), in a 
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working document on NGOs, notes that one major problem with external 

intervention including technological transfer is that, as soon as the 

implementing agencies pull out, farmers also abandon such technologies 

because the incentives that come with such interventions also become 

scrapped. Eight out of eleven MOFA senior officers suggested that 

technological transfer has failed to make any positive impact on local farmers. 

These officials apportion some of the failures to the local farmers for their 

uncompromising and negative attitude towards extension services and other 

introduced technologies. 

One other area where external intervention has generated mixed 

reactions from both farmers and land use extension officials from MOFA and 

NGOs the use of fertilisers and other chemical such as herbicides and 

pesticides. Elderly, subsistence farmers indicated their preference for manure 

over chemical fertilizers either because the latter is expensive or because 

crops grown on chemically fertilized fields wither under the slightest drought 

conditions. Four out of sixteen extension officers suggested that crops 

cultivated on organic fertilised fields (manure) usually produce better yields 

with more robust seedlings than chemically fertilised fields. The four officials 

further indicated that animal manure adds roughness to the crop surface, 

which minimizes the incidence of pests' infestation. In an interview with Albin 

Korem, he stated, "from my personal experience working with farmers in the 

Northern Region for over twenty years, farmyard manure (FYM) is the best 

method of maintaining and improving soil fertility in a savanna ecotone such 

as Northern Ghana". According him, FYM regulates the supply of nitrogen 

and changes the colour of the soils to dark brown and this is essential for the 

absorption of sunlight more than with chemical fertilisers. Korem also said 

that the organic manure helps to counteract soil alkalinity, a major problem in 

Northern Ghana. In Albin Korem opinion, "chemical fertilisers only provide 

short-term solutions to soil problems as far as soil fertility maintenance is 

concerned in Northern Ghana". 
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Despite Korem's comments about the use of chemical fertilisers, young 

Bulsa local farmers, particularly those involved in the cultivation of cash crops 

such as cotton and rice on medium scale indicate their preference to chemical 

fertilisers if they can afford it. Young farmers blame their inability to use 

chemical fertilisers and many external inputs on the government's removal of 

subsidies on agricultural inputs. Farmers who still use a lot of chemical 

fertiliser in their operations are the large-scale commercial rice and cotton 

farmers. As I discuss in detail in the chapter nine, the use of fertiliser at the 

time of the fieldwork was still a controversial issue among fanners and 

extension officials. 

8.6.1. Attitudes toward external technologies 

Bulsa traditional practices are not static but dynamic. Bulsa farmers 

incorporate new ideas, practices and innovations into existing practices. They 

also continue to rework old practices and knowledge systems to make them 

more effective. As Amanor (1994) points out, subsistence farmers' 

incorporation of innovations and the reworking of old practices contradicts the 

often-exaggerated claims that traditional knowledge and institutions are 

disappearing or disintegrating. In Amanor's view, the perceived disintegration 

of traditional institutions and knowledge systems marginalises traditional 

societies, and questions the relevance of their institutions and knowledge 

systems. He notes that most traditional societies have developed their own 

mechanisms for accommodating change. However, he admits that some 

traditional mechanisms are not strong enough to deal with some of the rapid 

global changes and population pressures these societies face today. 

The Bulsa farmer's decision to adopt or not to adopt an introduced land 

use practices and technologies depends on both the economic and socio-

cultural cost. Farmers say that in addition to the material or economic gains, 

they will critically assess the social cost before they adopt an external land 

use or farming practice or innovation. Bulsa traditional farmers deem an 

introduced innovation acceptable, appropriate and sustainable, only if in the 

course of the experimentation of such innovation, farmers do not experience 
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or encounter bad events such frequent sickness or mysterious deaths of 

family members. For local farmers, an adaptation of an external innovation 

immediately accompanied immediately by frequent sickness, snakebites or 

death o f family m embers i s a c lear s ignal t hat t he ancestors a nd t he g ods 

have not given their approval. Even if the innovation has brought substantial 

economic gains in terms of increased yields, farmers are likely to discontinue 

or reject It in the face of misfortunes. A farmer explained that he had to 

discontinue the use of the plough and introduced high yielding sorghum 

because the gods and the ancestors rejected these technologies. According 

to him, the rejection of the gods came in the form of disease that affected 

family members during the years he adapted the technologies. Through a 

soothsayer, he found out his family members were getting sick because the 

ancestor and family gods were rejecting the introduced technologies. 

According to him, when he performed the prescribed sacrifices and 

discontinued with the technologies, his family did not experience any sickness 

during the next and proceeding fanning seasons. He stressed that even 

though there were economic gains, the health of his family was the most 

important. Several other Informants expressed a similar view, and pointed out 

that the general welfare of the family is the yardstick that they use to decide 

whether to accept or reject an introduced technology through the formal 

extension network. The Bulsa's holistic reaction to change and its linkage to 

the overall welfare of the group clearly epitomises Bulsa worldview, in which 

they evaluate changes and their effects within a broad context of their 

cosmovision. 

8.7. COMMERCIAL VERSUS SUBSISTENCE FARMING 

As already mentioned, in the colonial era, the British colonial 

administration assigned Northern Ghana the peripheral function as supplier of 

labour for the expanding commercial sector in the Southern Ghana (Songsore 

1979). The post-colonial administration did little to reverse this policy. Kimble 

(1963) and Konings (1986) note that the designation of Northern Ghana as a 
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labour pool by the colonial and post-colonial states helped to prevent the 

transformation of the subsistence mode of production. The perception of 

Northern Ghana as a supplier of labour to commercial oriented Southern 

Ghana has and continues to influence the development of commercial 

farming in particular and development in general. 

In Northern Ghana, commercial and mechanized farming started in the 

mid 1970's in response to the decline in food crop production in southern 

sector of the country (Konings 1986). According to Konings (ibid), the decline 

in food crop production was partly caused by government's emphasis on 

export-oriented cash crops such as cocoa and rubber in the southern part of 

the country. In this section, I examine the contradictions and conflicts 

between commercial and subsistence farming. I also pay attention to the 

continued existence of the latter with the former mode of p reduction. The 

opposition of subsistence farmers to the government is also emphasized. For 

the major differences between commercial and subsistence farming, see 

table 8.7. 

Although Commercial farming has the potential to bring substantial 

positive changes to Northern Ghana, current agricultural policies put local 

subsistence producers at a disadvantage. Konings (1986) analyses 

commercial agriculture in Northern Ghana using the Bulsa District as case 

study, and concludes that agricultural commercialisation is having many 

negative impact on subsistence producers. He notes that Ghana 

government's policies on commercial production encourages "stranger-

absentee-commercial farmers" and marginalises local subsistence producers. 

Stranger-absentee-commercial farmers refer to non-Bulsa commercial 

farmers consisting mainly of government officials and business people who 

are well connected to the state government, financial i nstitutions, a nd local 

leaders, and who have used their connections and contacts to appropriate 

large tracts of communal farmlands for themselves. They are absentee 

farmers because most of them never set foot on their farms. They stay in the 

cities or town centers and employ people, usually close relatives to work and 
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manage their fami operations. The only time they may show up in the area is 

when they want to acquire more or new farmlands and even then, they only 

visit the local government officials and leaders to put forward their requests. 

In a large number of cases, the farm managers the absentee farmers employ 

have little knowledge in farming or agriculture. 

Six senior agricultural officers in the Bulsa District supported and 

confirmed Konings's assertion that government policy on commercial 

agriculture puts local subsistence farmers. Subsistence farmers from the 

Fumbesi-Wiasi-Gbedembilisi area expressed animosity towards commercial 

farmers, and were unanimous that current government policies favour only 

the commercial farmers. A senior official of MOFA at the district in during an 

interview stated that: 

Since the introduction of mechanised and commercial farming 
in Northern Ghana, official government policies have always 
directly a imed at encouraging a bsentee commercial farming 
while indirectly discouraging communal or subsistence. 
People with money and connections take advantage of 
government agricultural packages, which most local 
subsistence farmers cannot afford. 

Another top official of MOFA at the Regional level pointed out that 

government policy to increase agricultural production in Northern Ghana has 

assisted in creating a class of mostly stranger-absentee farmers with strong 

support from and connections to the national and regional governments, and 

local traditional leaders. He also lamented that current and past national 

governments have politicised agricultural policies in the country, and this has 

had and continued to have negative consequences on agricultural 

development in general and on the subsistence farmer in particular. This 

official cited a case a recent government agricultural program (Youth in 

Agriculture) that was launched to encourage Ghanaian unemployed youth to 

go into agriculture. He explained that the program was a laudable one with 

good intentions, but the financial package that came with the program went 

into wrong hands, mostly government supporters instead of unemployed 

youth and small-scale farmers. This official did not fall short to mention that 
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partisan politics is major obstacle to the implementation of agricultural 

policies. 

Three members of the Bulsa District Assembly (district parliament) 

from the Fumbesi-Wiasi-Gbedembilisi area expressed similar reservations. 

One of them pointed out that the government tends to give more support to 

commercial farmers than the subsistence producers. He explained that since 

the introduction of mechanised commercial farming in the Bulsa District and 

the Fumbesi-Wiasi-Gbedembilisi area in particular, stranger absentee farmers 

with backing from the national and regional governments, and local traditional 

leaders have attempted to appropriate subsistence farmers' communal 

farmlands. Although he noted that these attempts have yet to achieve full 

success, commercial farmers with the have appropriated large tracts of 

formerly unused lands or fallow lands for their operations, thereby blocking 

subsistence farmers' access to grazing, hunting, fishing, fallow lands and 

even spiritual sites. Some of the lands that these commercial farmers have 

appropriated are highly fertile, but subsistence farmers never cultivate them 

because they find it difficult to work on such heavy soils with the traditional 

implements. A s such, local farmers use these uncultivated lands mainly as 

grazing and hunting grounds. Konings (1986:177) analysed the conflict and 

contradictions between commercial and subsistence farming in the Bulsa 

District and noted that: 

The introduction of commercial and mechanized farming in 
Northern Ghana did not result in either the dissolution of 
subsistence mode of production or the development of 
internal class of commercial farmers within the domestic 
economy. 

He went on to say that commercial farming in the Bulsa district has rather led 

to the emergence of stranger-absentee farmers. 

Subsistence and local (Bulsa) commercial farmers in the Fumbesi-

Wiasi-Gbedembilisi valley expressed animosity towards the stranger 

absentee commercial farmers and their farming pradices. One of the main 

complaints of the local subsistence farmers is that the stranger-absentee 
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commercial farmers clear large tracks of land by cutting down trees in order to 

make It easy for them to use tractors and bullocks. One subsistence farmer 

pointed out that: 

We, the subsistence farmers, care and treat the land we 
cultivate better than commercial farmers do. The commercial 
farmers clear the land with little consideration for trees of 
economic values such as sheanuts and dawadawa, which we 
the subsistence farmers always protect. 

Stranger-absentee commercial farmers invest in farming with the sole aim of 

earning quick profits and as such use the land with little consideration for 

long-term sustainability. To reap these short-term profits the commercial 

farmers practice ecologically destructive shifting cultivation. According to one 

assembly member from Wiasi, "the commercial farmers usually cultivate a 

piece of land for a few years and when that land becomes exhausted or 

requires extra investment to boost up soil fertility, they abandon it and shift to 

another fallow land in the same or different settlement". The activities of the 

commercial farmers have left many areas in the Wiasi valley in desolate 

condition (Figure 8.15). As already indicated, because of commercial farmers' 

strong connections with government, financial institutions and local leaders 

they have easy access to new and fallow lands any time they destroy a piece 

of land. I should also briefly mention that in the Bulsa District, labour is 

equally cheap with a large pool of unemployed junior and senior secondary 

school graduates in the Bulsa district. At the time of my fieldwork, a day's 

wage for a commercial farm worker was five hundred cedis in the Bulsa 

District while in the Southern Ghana a farm worker receives two thousand 

cedis (exchange rate was 7000 cedis to US$1). The wage disparity between 

what a commercial and subsistence farmer pays farm workers is another 

reason why the Bulsa youth prefer to work for commercial farmers for cash 

rather than on communal, household or family farms. For instance, the daily 

wage a non-commercial farmer pays to a farm worker was three hundred 

cedis against the five hundred cedis the commercial farmer pays. 
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In contrast to the commercial farmers whose main aim is quick profit, 

Bulsa subsistence farmers see the land as a being and the main source of 

their livelihood. The Bulsa concept of sustainability, as a male elder pointed 

out is "when the farmlands, soils, livestock, environment and the people get 

better every year". This concept of sustainability puts pressure on the Bulsa 

farmer to take good care of the land and its resources. In addition, because 

the Bulsa see a strong link between the physical and social, they take all the 

necessary measures to ensure the physical and social wellbeing of the land. 

As I explained earlier, subsistence farmers practice selective bush clearing in 

the preparation of their fields by restricting the felling or clearing of economic 

trees and groves on their fields. Even in clearing land to build compounds, 

local subsistence farmers spare trees and groves they believe to harbour 

special benevolent spirits. This explains the presence of huge trees such as 

the baobab, dawadawa, oak and groves that dot the fields and landscape. In 

contrast, the commercial farmers practice total clearing, cutting down and 

clearing of all shrubs, young trees and thick groves to make way for easy 

ploughing. 

Although local (Bulsa) commercial farmers acknowledged that total 

land clearance (clearing the land of all trees and shrubs) as a method of land 

preparation is not a good practice, they try to justify it. One of them explained 

that the practice of total clearance allows them the maximum and economic 

use of the land and stated "sparing shrubs, trees and groves on the fields, 

means making it difficult for a tractor or a plough to get accesses to plots 

immediately bordering these shrubs and groves". In addition, commercial 

farmers complained that unploughed patches and groves in cropped create 

breeding grounds for rodents and reptiles including snakes. 

From profit point of view, commercial farmers complained that when 

they hire the service of a tractor for one hectare of land, whether the tractor 

gets access to plough the areas under shrubs or trees or not, they have to 

pay for the full cost of the hectare. For example, if a quarter of that land is 

inaccessible to the tractor due to trees and shrubs, the farmer must still pay 
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the full cost (one hectare, though only three-quarters of the field is ploughed). 

To bring the one-quarter unploughed patches of the field under cultivation a 

farmer would have to employ human labour, which means an additional cost. 

This extra cost to bring the inaccessible patches under trees and groves 

under cultivation puts pressure on commercial farmers to ensure that as 

much as possible they get most of the land ploughed, compelling them to 

practice total land clearance. A retired agricultural extension worker of MOFA 

from Fumbesi commented that the ecologically destructive practices of total 

land clearance by these stranger absentee farmers in the Wiasi-Gbedembilisi 

valleys have left large tracts of land bare in an extremely bad condition. 

Besides the physical degradation that the commercial farmers cause to 

the land, subsistence farmers complain bitterly about the attitude of the 

commercial farmers towards traditional land use customs and rules. One of 

the main complaints the local farmers have against the commercial farmers, 

especially stranger-absentee farmers is that the latter group tend to pay no 

attention to local traditions and rules that regulate land use. Elders from Wiasi 

and Fumbesi also complained that the commercial farmers' indiscriminate 

cutting down of economic trees and sacred groves to make way for the use 

tractors angers the land and ancestral gods, resulting in poor harvest. 

There are also reports of alleged indulgence of farm labourers In 

sexual activities on farms in the bush, a practice that is sacrilegious and 

constitutes a serious offence against the land gods. On most commercial 

farms, workers put up temporary shelters to house their workers who come 

from distant villages. There are stories and claims that workers who live in the 

farm shelters are frequently involved in sexual activities. In Bulsa society, it is 

a serious offence to the land to engage In any sexual act in the bush. Culprits 

who violate this rule must go to the land custodian in-charge of the area and 

perform the necessary rituals of purification, involves making expensive 

sacrifices through the land custodian to the land god of the area. Some 

commercial farmers pay no attention to this sex rules and allow their workers 

to bring their wives or invite their girt friends from neighbouring villages to join 
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them on the farms. There are further reports of unmarried women getting 

pregnant and giving birth on the commercial farm sites. Thus, besides the 

subsistence farmers' frustrations at the commercial farmers for the 

appropriation of communal lands, domestic farm labour and physical 

degradation of the land, the former view the latter as violators of traditional 

customs. As a result, subsistence farmers refer to the absentee-stranger 

farmers a s " land s poilers a nd robbers". T he term I and s poilers o r s poilers 

refers not only to the biophysical destruction of land through the commercial 

farmers' practices but also their negative attitude towards and violation of 

socio-cultural mechanisms that regulate land use. Thus, subsistence Bulsa 

farmers regard commercial farmers as people who degrade and abuse the 

land physically and socially. The Bulsa believe that anti-social practices 

pollute and anger the land gods, and this potentially affecting the productivity 

of the land. Land custodians and elders from Wiasi and Fumbesi attribute 

recurrent droughts and poor harvest in recent times in the area to commercial 

farmers' activities. 

Another major practice that characterises commercial farming is the 

use of chemical fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides (Figure 8.16). Despite 

the removal of government subsidies on fertilisers, all big scale commercial 

farmers still apply it to their fields. In an interview with Albin Korem, a retired 

expatriate agricultural extension worker with the Ghana-German Agricultural 

Project, he provided detailed historical overview on the introduction of 

fertiliser to Northern Ghanaian farmers. Korem who was the project manager 

of the Ghana-German Agricultural Project when fertilizer was first introduced 

to Northern Ghana in the 70's, Throughout the lively discussion I had with 

Korem, he quoted extensively from his 1970's diaries on his personal 

experience with both subsistence and commercial farmers on the use of 

fertilisers to substantiate whatever point he made. According to him, when the 

government first introduced fertiliser into Northern Ghana in the 1970's, both 

subsistence and commercial farmers hailed it but that was only for the first 
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three years of Its introduction (trial period). For the first three years, the 

government subsidised it. 

Korem recounted that besides the low price of fertiliser during the trial 

period that makes it affordable, farmers got reasonable increases in yields on 

fertilised fields during this period. By the end of the third year, the 

encouraging results that accompanied the use of the fertilisers attracted more 

commercial and subsistence farmers. Korem explained that by the fifth year 

(the cut off point of the trial period) many subsistence farmers became 

sceptical about 'the perceived magic of fertilisers'. Way into the fifth year, 

subsistence farmers had begun to notice a continued decline in yields in 

fertilised fields. According to Korem, by this time farmers were beginning to 

complain about the inefficiency of fertilisers. In response, extension officials 

recommended that farmers increase their doses per field. He explained that 

the few farmers who could still afford the price of fertiliser at this stage 

complied with the extension officials' recommendation, but there was no 

corresponding increase in yield, in fact there was still a sharp decline in over

dosed fields. 

From his diary, Korem provided me with a list of twenty-two 

subsistence fanners in the Upper East who were among the first selected 

farmers he worked with from 1970-1981 when fertiliser was introduced to the 

region. He asked me to contact these farmers to find out their views on the 

use of fertiliser and to ascertain the truth of his account. Although I could not 

locate most of the farmers on his list because the majority of them are dead 

or are outside my study area, I was able to identify and contact two of them in 

the Bulsa District. Surprisingly, all the four farmers still remembered Korem 

vividly. These two farmers confirmed most Korem's account. 

The decline in subsistence farmers' interest in fertiliser is further 

collaborated by reports from the Upper Regional Agricultural Development 

Project (URADEP). One of the annual reports of URADEP (1981:13) stated 

that 
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By the early 1980s, subsidies on fertilizers were completely 
removed making fertilisers highly unaffordable to most 
farmers, and many of them dropped out of the fertiliser 
experimentation project. 

Both Albin Korem and Moses Appiah contended that subsistence 

farmers were the first to complain and to recognise the negative and 

destructive effects of fertilizers on farmlands in the Upper East Region. 

According to Appiah and Korem, local farmers backed their claims with 

biophysical evidence such as the invasion of sfrigga, the disappearances 

certain microorganisms and insects that speed up the flowering process in 

crops chemically fertilised fields. Farmers complained that millipedes, 

centipedes (Nangkongf1) and insects, which disrupt flowering of crops, have 

become common in previously chemically fertilised fields. In contrast, farmers 

who have not use fertilizers did not experience these problems and this 

immediately convinced many subsistence farmers to reject fertilizers. 

However, farmers also link these problems including the decline of yield to 

rejection or disapproval of the ancestors and the gods of the use of chemical 

fertilizers. Korem mentioned explained that initially, extension workers 

(excluding him) and agents of agricultural development working in Northern 

Ghana at the time quickly dismissed the subsistence farmers' complaints, 

especially for attributing and associating the declining crop yields on fertilized 

fields to the use of chemical fertiliser and the rejection of the gods as mere 

superstition. Korem pointed out that although some of his colleges at the time 

recognised that there were sharp declines in yields from chemically fertilised 

field, they suspected that the problem was with the local farmers' wrong or 

improper application of fertiliser rather than its potency and capabilities of 

enriching soils. 

Twenty-four out of thirty-two commercial farmers acknowledge that 

fertiliser has negative or destructive effects on farmlands in the long-run. 

However, these farmers suggested that they have no better alternatives since 

5 1 Farmers use Nangkongi to include many other varies of red worms that feed on the leaves 
of groundnut and bambara beans and beans. I 
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there is no production or supply of organic manure on a large-scale or in 

commercial quantities to commercial farmers. Unlike the subsistence fanner 

whose farm size is relatively small and who can rely on manure in the 

absence of chemical fertilizer, commercial farmers have no close alternative 

source. Thus, commercial farmers who even recognise that fertiliser field are 

heaven for crop diseases and pests tend to ignore it because they can afford 

to buy insecticides to spray their crops. Besides, stranger-absentee-

commercial farmers who continue to use fertilisers do not stay on one plot for 

long enough to see the long-term damage they cause to the land. As earlier 

noted, when commercial farmers exhaust a piece of land, they immediately 

abandon it and move on to another settlement to acquire new fallow lands. 

As I have previously mentioned, commercial farming is associated with 

the use of heavy equipment such as the tractor, combine-harvester and 

bullocks as opposed to the traditional hoe the subsistence farmer relies upon. 

There are various arguments against the use of the tractor, plough and 

harrow in the West African savanna regions (see Kowal and Kassam 1978; 

Van der Meijden 1998). Van der Meijden argues that there is a direct 

relationship between the use of tractors and the acceleration of soil erosion 

acceleration on fragile or marginal soils. He notes that motorised tillage and 

the use of combine harvesters intensifies soil disturbances including 

compaction of soils, creation of sedimentation on low land soils and the 

acceleration of soil erosion. According to him, "plough-soles" (marks and 

ditches left over from the use of tractor) on commercials fields are the source 

of soil erosion. 

In an interview with Korem, he expressed a similar opinion. He pointed 

out that the s mall a nd i rregular s ize of farm h oldings a nd s hallow d epth of 

soils in Northern Ghana makes the use of heavy equipment (tractor) 

unsuitable and damaging to the fragile ecosystem of the region. Subsistence 

farmers themselves appear to have fewer complaints against the use of the 

tractor or combine-harvester, except for general comments that the use of the 

tractor on thin soils creates gullies, which contribute to erosion. Generally, 
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young subsistence farmers either seem to have limited information about the 

negative impact of the use of tractor on their soil or choose to ignore them 

altogether. Almost all young farmers between the ages of 18 and 35 express 

interest in tractor services if they could afford the cost. 

Another major complaint of subsistence farmers is with Commercial 

livestock farmers who also are absentee-farmers. There are a number of 

absentee commercial livestock farmers operating in the Fumbesi-Wiasi area. 

The local inhabitants of these settlements complain of the destruction of their 

crops fields and water sources by the commercial farmers' animals. 

Commercial livestock farming is a contributing factor to land degradation in 

the District (Alabadek 1999). 

Although commercial farming has the potential to bring about an 

increase in the supply of food, commercial farmers concentrate on cash crops 

such rice, maize, groundnut and cotton. This creates shortages in the supply 

of food crops because farmers divert resources (land and labour) from food 

crop to cash crop production. Compound heads and elders complained that 

the introduction of commercial modes of production came with perennial 

shortages and high price of staple food crops. Elders attribute the shortage 

and high prices of stable crops to the departure of most of the energetic 

young men and women from family fields to commercial farms, especially 

commercial rice farms in the Wiasi and Gbedembilisi valleys. The result is 

that in most households and compounds only the elderly and women are left 

to work on family fields. 

The conflict between subsistence and commercial farmers has not yet 

led to any form of formal confrontation because of various reasons including 

government protection of commercial farmers and the co-option of traditional 

and opinion leaders, and local elite farmers. Konings (1986) noted that the 

commercial fanners in the Wiasi valley have established what he calls 

"patron-client relationships" with local rich farmers and leaders". The patron-

client relationship makes the local population, especially the youth and small-

scale Bulsa cash crop producers, dependent on commercial farmers for 
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employment and other agricultural services (use of tractor). In this way, 

conflicts are contained, and struggles restricted to informal methods such as 

individual resistance in the form of stealing from commercial fields and setting 

commercial farms on fire. As I have mentioned, although these informal 

methods of resistance to the commercial farming failed to pose any real 

threat, they served to restrict the option of expansion and further 

appropriation of communal lands. 

At the time of my fieldwork, various youth associations in the Bulsa 

District were concerned about the sporadic conflicts between commercial and 

subsistence farmers especially in the rice valley of Wiasi and Gbedembilisi. 

The Bulsa Youth Association, an umbrella group for all the youth associations 

in the District was to map out plans to ensure that the activities of commercial 

farmers do not put the lives of subsistence farmers into jeopardy. According 

to an executive member of the Bulsa Youth Association, commercial farmers 

will not be harassed or debarred from operating in the district, but what is 

needed is a policy to protect their further encroachment and the appropriation 

of subsistence farmers' farmlands. Although a noble step, the success of the 

youth associations depends largely on a number of interacting factors 

including the cooperation of commercial farmers and the inclusion of 

subsistence farmers in all discussions, and formal support from the traditional 

rulers including land custodians, and government officials at the local and 

regional levels. 

8.8. NON-AGRICULTURAL LAND USE 

There is a lack of quantitative data on non-agricultural land uses such 

as mining, quarrying, natural and artificial forest reserves, wild life reserves, 

settlements and other associated institutional land uses including parks, 

stadiums and other infrastructures. Except mining of laterite, sand and 

stones, the mining of precious minerals is less important as far as commercial 

non-agricultural land use activities in the area are concerned. One other non-
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agricultural I and u se activity t hat i s g radually b ecoming a m ajor c oncern i n 

Bulsa is the exploitation of firewood. 

8.8.1. Settlements and infrastructure 
The Bulsa district is characterized by dispersed and nucleated 

settlements and most settlements tend to be located in upland areas with a 

good drainage system and with good farmlands in the immediate vicinity. In 

an interview with the district planning and budget officer, he identified a lack 

of up to date qualitative and quantitative baseline data on the area for 

settlements and infrastructure including roads and dams, schools and 

stadiums as one of the major problems that hampers land use development in 

particular and development in general in the district. Although, there are no 

available figures or estimates of the size of land occupied by settlements and 

other infrastructures, local people indicated than settlement areas have been 

on the increase over the last decade. The expansion and establishment of 

new settlements is a result of a combination of factors including the 

development of commercial farming in frontier areas. The development and 

expansion of roads and schools have also led to the resettlement or 

relocation of communities to formerly unoccupied lands outside the village 

margins. For instance, the establishment of the Sandema Secondary 

Technical School in 1979 has led to the relocation of two major villages to 

areas that were formerly bush or unoccupied. 

8.8.2. Forestry 

Except for a number of sacred groves, all the forests reserves are 

located outside the village settlement and along the water sources such as 

banks of rivers and lakes. Isolated patches of thick shrubs, trees and grasses 

are also dotted over on higher grounds especially along hill slopes. 

Besides providing fuel and timber needs and grazing for livestock, the 

forest is the main source for farmers to gather and collect nuts, herbs, roots 

and fruits (for both food and medicine). Excessive harvesting of wood, 

perennial bush fires, coupled with the appropriation of large tracts of land in 
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natural forest areas to commercial farmers and increasing local population 

pressure (Bulsa District Survey 1999) for farmland are among the major 

contributing factors to the rapid diminishing of forest areas within the Bulsa 

District. Population pressure has contributed to forest degradation in the 

Northern part of Bulsa as compared to the Southern region (Bulsa South) 

where there are still many secondary forests along settlements located far 

south of the Bulsa District between the Sisili and Kalpawn rivers. These areas 

are less populated and are cut off from the rest of the country for almost half 

of the year due to the flooding by the Sisili and Kalpawn in the rainy season. 

As I indicate in the chapter two, the Upper East has the highest growth of in 

the country, with relatively high population density of 131.6 per.km. Sq. 

According to estimates, the population which stood at 51,782 in 1970 is 

expected to reach 100,300 in 2000, with population density almost doubling 

during the period, thus from 25.5 to 43.5 per km sq. (Bulsa District Survey 

1999). The southern part of the district, which has the most fertile soils in the 

District, is where one still finds fringe forests of some of the original remaining 

primary forest, especially along the banks of the Sisili and Kalpawn rivers. 

The presence of fringe forest in this area is partly due to less population 

pressure as compared Bulsa North. Bulsa South also has a low population 

density due to a number of factors: inaccessibility, the presence of the tsetse 

fly and black fly, the vectors for trypanosomiasis and respectively, the 

absence of social and economic infrastructure and other historical reasons 

(Waddy 1951). Hilton (1966) noted that the low population densities in the 

Wiasi-Fumbesi gap is also due to the fact that many parts of Southern Bulsa 

were severely affected by the slave raids of Babatu and Samori in the late 

part of 1800's. However, most of fringe forest along W iasi-Fumbesi gap is 

gradually disappearing with the rush of stranger-absentee commercial rice 

farmers to the rich fertile valleys of the Sisili and Kalpawn rivers In the last few 

decades. 

Attempts to develop government forest reserves in the Northern 

Territories b egan i n 1937 w ith t he p osting o f t he first forestry o fficer t o t he 
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region by the British colonial government (Gold Coast 1938). There were no 

reliable estimates of government forest reserves in the district, but the district 

forestry department estimated that the district has between four and five 

thousand hectares of forest reserves. The major ones in the area are the 

Bopono, Wiaga, Wiaga-Kadema and the Kadema reserves. Bush fires always 

ravage several of these forest reserves in the dry season and this sometimes 

renders them h ighly u ndistinguishable from the surrounding environment or 

vegetation during this period of the year. In addition, increasing demand for 

fuelwood and timber for shelter construction and farmland because of 

increasing population, has led to serious encroachment on government forest 

reserves. 

In the past few years, a number of non-governmental organisations 

including the Sandema Presbyterian Church, the American Peace Corps, and 

other local NGOs (e.g. Vuum Tree Society the Kalijisa Cooperative Society) 

have initiated small woodlots in some parts of Sandema. These organizations 

have also embarked on a serious campaign to encourage the local population 

and schools to plant trees. The efforts of these agencies is encouraging and 

beginning to yield fruits. Traditionally, it is a taboo for Bulsa farmers to 

deliberately plant trees, but through the efforts and campaigns of these 

organisations, many of the farmers have started planting food trees such as 

mangoes (Figure 8.17). Bulsa who embraced these programs are mostly 

young farmers. Many of the farmers are participating in the tree planting 

programs partly because of the motivation factors (free seedlings and other 

economic incentives (supply of free food to communities) that come with that 

households enrolled in them. As noted earlier, as in many development 

programs, farmers often back out of these programs when these agencies 

pull out with the motivation factors that come with them. The manager of 

American Peace Nursery and Forestry Project complained that when they 

started the nursery in 1990, it provided or supplied seedlings free to farmers. 

At that time many farmers patronised the program and enrolled in it, but with 

the pull out of the Peace Corps in 1997, and the subsequent handing over of 
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the project to local management, the 'Food for Work' and the free supply of 

seedlings to the participating farmers was scrapped. With the withdrawal of 

these incentives, the project has since lost more than two-thirds of its 

registered farmers, and there are no indications that the situation may 

improve unless these incentives are restored. The Peace Corp Nursery 

Project is not an isolated case, officials from other NGOs including the 

Presbyterian and Catholic agricultural projects complained that farmers tend 

to abandon introduced projects or programs once the external agencies and 

the motivating factors are withdrawn. One of main reasons for high dropout 

rate is that sometimes farmers join these programs because of the incentive 

packages that come with them and not necessarily, how these projects would 

contribute to their socio-economic lives. In other cases, project officials failed 

to understand how their programs could fit with the farmers' systems of 

thought. For instance, the idea of farmers' cooperative was an appropriate 

step of bringing subsistence farmers together to make it possible for them to 

obtain financial assistance from the banks. However, many of the 

cooperatives collapsed within the first three years of their formation because 

the official organisers of these cooperatives failed to recognise the subtle 

internal conflicts between members from different clans. For example, in 

1970s, URADEP hastily organised subsistence farmers into village 

cooperative societies by lumping together clans that do not have any formal 

cooperation in farming activities. Additionally, in the formation of these 

cooperative societies, the traditional power dynamics between elders, 

custodians and family heads, and young members in the society were not 

seriously considered (Personal Communication with Appiah 1999). According 

to Appiah, the result was that members of these cooperative were temporarily 

held together by the incentives that came with the project, and fell apart the 

moment the incentives were withdrawn. Two retired Bulsa extension workers 

confirmed Appiah's assertions. 
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8.8.3. Sacred groves 

The data for this section of the chapter was gathered through 

interviews with custodians of sacred groves, ordinary members of the 

localities and visits to a number of sacred groves within the study area. Notes 

were taken on the the cultural significance of each grove with particular 

attention to the role these groves play in land use and resource management 

regimes. Logistical problems (funding and equipment), and especially as a 

single researcher, it was not feasible to do a detailed study analysis of the 

fauna and flora composition within the groves, or to map out these groves as 

initially planned. However, some socio-cultural information from informants, 

combined with observations, provided me with a great deal of insightful 

information on the relevance of these land conservation in general. 

The Bulsa believe that groves such as Bage-Siuk, Adakurik, and 

Ajaksuik, a III ocated within S andema, a re t he a bodes o r s anctuaries of t he 

land gods of the area. It is forbidden to farm or harvest wood in the sacred 

grove. Setting fire to a sacred grove is criminal, and carries heavy sanctions 

that involve many expensive sacrifices and rituals to pacify the earth god and 

the spirits that dwell in these groves (Figure 8.18). Because of the protection 

provided by the community for these groves, they are rich in fauna and fora 

species. One of most important grove is Bag-suik, located about one 

kilometre south-west of Sandema town on the Wiaga road. It is about one and 

a half square kilometres and is under the control of the paramount chiefs 

village. The custodian of this grove performs a number of pre and post-

farming rituals yearly to protect the sanctity of the grove and to ensure the 

productivity of the land (Figure 8.19). It is the sacred responsibility of 

everyone to keep surveillance over the grove. 

In addition to sacred groves, communities also protect certain habitats 

(e.g. stretches of rivers, lakes, streams and hills). These protected habitants 

are believed contain certain species that members regard as their totems or 

are the abodes of spirits of the land. A number of communities protect ponds, 

streams and rivers that contain crocodile because members consider such 
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species as their totems. In the Kassena-Nankana District, the people of Paga 

give full protection to the crocodile sanctuary. According to local histories, the 

crocodiles in this sanctuary are the ancestors of the local people who occupy 

the area. This pond has become a major tourist attraction in recent years. 

Similar a ttitudes t owards g roves e xist i n s everal p arts of t he c ountry 

(see Dorm-Adzobu et al 1991a, 1991b). These include the Boabeng-Fiema 

monkey sanctuary near Techiman in Brong Ahafo Region and the Asante 

Manso and Nkudurom groves near Kumasi in the Asante Region. Other 

groves of national importance are the Malsegu or Kpalevorgu grove in 

Tamale and Kantamanso near Accra (Dorm-Adzobu et al 1991a). Dorm-

Adzobu et al (1991a) notes that many of the sacred groves in the country 

have much richer composition of fauna and flora species than their 

surrounding areas. He also notes that the socio-cultural mechanisms that 

members use to preserve these groves have the potential to serve as a 

framework for environmental preservation and sound resource management 

regimes. 

8.8.4. Mining and quarrying 
There is extensive mining of laterite, stone and sand for both domestic 

and commercial uses in the area. Clay is also mined but only in insignificant 

proportions. The development of new roads and the expansion of old ones 

contribute to the encroachment on farmland by laterite and sand mining 

contractors leading to tensions between fanners and road contractors and 

their sponsors (government and chiefs). Subsistence farmers put up a great 

deal of resistance when it comes to giving up their farm or grazing lands for 

mining activities, especially laterite mining. 

Mining precious minerals, such as gold in the Bulsa district was 

unknown until the last five years when retrenched workers from the gold fields 

in the Southern Ghana came back home and decided to explore for gold and 

other precious minerals. At the time of my fieldwork, these miners were 

operating in two villages in the Bulsa district, the settlements of Kanjarga and 

Kadema. In the Frafra District, small and illegal mining activities have left 
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many scars all over the area especially around Nangodi and Tongo. I will 

discuss the effects of the activities of the small miners on Bulsa land use in 

detail in chapter nine. 

8.8.5. Enforcement of socio-cultural rules on resource use 

Although socio-cultural rules and laws have the potential to make a 

major contribution to resource management and conservation, there are a 

number of fundamental problems, especially when it comes to enforcing 

compliance. This is partly because as I previously noted, modem and other 

global influences render many aspects of socio-cultural laws in Bulsa society 

ineffective. 

Generally, supernatural sanctions operate to u phold Bulsa traditional 

rules and laws, but there are also secular communal sanctions. The general 

belief is that a breach of a taboo or custom affects the transgressor, his/her 

family and even distant relatives. The far-reaching effects of breaking socio-

cultural rules and customs helps make individuals conform to these norms. 

Every six of out ten young Bulsa indicated that there are a number of taboos 

and other s ocio-cultural r estrictions t hat t hey d o n ot p ersonally b elieve a nd 

approve, but for the sake of their families, they obey them. Particularly, 

educated Bulsa youth and Bulsa converted into Christianity and Islam show 

an ambiguous attitude towards socio-cultural rules and customs. A s earlier 

noted, there are times when young and educated Bulsa will employ customs 

in a positive way and talk of their cultural heritage. In other circumstances, 

they talk of socio-cultural rules in broad terms, as outmoded, especially when 

they a re e ngaged i n a d iscussion w ith o utsiders o r o ther e lites. I o bserved 

that many of the informants condemn socio-cultural rules and customs not 

only because they see them as irrelevant but also because they do not want 

other people, especially outsider with a formal education to view them as 

backward. 

Although the Ghanaian constitution, Article 44 (4) (1990) recognises 

customary law, there are many problems when it comes to enforcement of 

justice. Justice Adade (Ghanaian Chronicle, July 2001:2), a retired appeal 



314 

court judge recently commented that, 'the problems with customary laws are 

in respect of their nature, scope and enforcement'. Adade commented that 

the constitution of Ghana is not clear whether a violator of traditional customs 

should be punished through the state's legal framework or through the 

traditional socio-legal system. In other words, it is unclear where the powers 

of the state's legal systems begins and ends when it comes to traditional 

socio-cultural-ritual rules or laws. For instance, violators especially non-Bulsa, 

and Bulsa elite, Christians and Moslems can sometimes ignore rulings of 

chiefs and traditional religious leaders (land custodians, elders and family 

heads) on matters of a purely traditional nature to seek redress for their 

problems in the modem state judiciary system. In some cases, elders and 

traditional leaders' rulings on cases of socio-cultural nature are overturned by 

the modem judiciary system. The areas of jurisdiction between the formal 

legal institution of the government and traditional customs is blur, and this 

makes the enforcement of traditional laws on strangers such as stranger-

absentee commercial farmers (non-Bulsa), as well as Christians and 

Moslems problematic. 

8.9. CONCLUSION 

I have provided some exposition on Bulsa perceptions of their 

environment, their land use and management regimes within their socio-

cultural matrix. I discussed Bulsa land use practices and management 

regimes, and their beliefs, values, and perceptions facilitate sustainable land 

use management and development. I further illustrated how Bulsa land use 

activities, especially farming, are based on long periods of observation, 

experience, experimentation and evaluation of the local ecosystem: weather, 

climate, relief, soils and other ecological knowledge systems. I then argued 

that in Bulsa society there is a strong link between what members view as 

proper and sustainable use of farmlands within their total systems of thought. 

In summary, the Bulsa attitudes, perceptions and use of their land is 

constituted by and bound up with their belief systems and this evident in how 
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the link natural causes of events to supernatural, In summing up the chapter it 

is important to emphasise that in the Bulsa woridviews, the spiritual and 

material worlds are inseparable. The Bulsa recognise this intimate link 

between the world of the living and that of their gods and spiritual world) in 

the use of their land and its resources. As Daneel (1996:348) in his 

description of the intimate interrelationship between the material and spiritual 

world in Shona society, aptly notes: 

The link... [between the natural and spiritual worlds] 
symbolises the essentials of the holistic African worldview in 
which the living and the dead, the creator-divinity and all of 
creation are inseparably linked in a seamless totality on one 
continuum. 

Daneel's observation of Shona society has close parallels to the Bulsa 

worldview of their universe where every aspect of their material lives and 

activities are linked to the spiritual world 
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CHAPTER 9: INTERACTION OF BULSA AND MODERN 
LAND USE 

9.1. INTRODUCTION 

Bulsa land use and management regimes have and continued to be 

shaped by their socio-economic institutions, natural factors and other external 

influences. For instance, their attitude toward land ecological problems such 

land degradation, and what they consider as acceptable and inappropriate 

land conservation regimes is largely influence by their cosmovision and other 

external factors. The chapter discusses the socio-cultural, political, economic 

and other natural factors that have helped to transform and shaped Bulsa 

landscape and lands use management and conservation regimes. The 

interactions between Bulsa and various institutions and eternal agencies, and 

the impact of these interactions upon land use in the area are examined 

within a broader framework. In addition, I briefly recapitulate some of the 

contradictions and conflicts between Bulsa young literate and older non-

literate farmers, commercial and subsistence farmers, government and non

governmental agencies in Bulsa land use. For instance, I touch on elders and 

custodians' emphasises on the importance of moral and social behaviour in 

land use, which most youth and commercial farmers tend to ignore. I also 

delve into the interrelationships between land degradation, a common 

recurrent problem In Northern Ghana, and the quality of life. The perceptions 

and attitudes of the various stakeholders (farmers, government and non

governmental agencies in land use and management policies) towards land 

and environmental degradation, and steps they are taking and have taken to 

address these problems are discussed. 

9.2. LAND DEGRADATION 

Land degradation encompasses the diminution or destruction of the 

biological productive potential or capacity of land to support a specific use 
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(Benneh and Agyepong 1990; Dahlberg 1994). It thus involves all the 

processes that lead to the deterioration of land, its productive quality and the 

depletion of its natural resources (Johnson et al 2001). Tivy (1982) notes that 

the depth of the soil, organic matter content, soils temperature, vegetation 

cover, and rainfall are some of the important attributes that influence land 

capability and suitability. 

Ecological degradation, a topic that has gained current popularity in the 

modem world, is one of great antiquity. As far back as 2500 years ago, Plato 

bemoaned the deforestation and proliferation of the desert-like conditions in 

Attica (Johnson et al. 2000). Scholars also attribute the fall of many great 

civilisations such as the Sumerian and Maya to ecological and environmental 

degradation including bad land use practices (Thompson 1956). 

Although in Africa, land degradation has a long history, it only came to 

the attention of the world in the early 1970s during the period of the Sahelian 

drought that occurred between 1968 and 1973 (Benneh and Agyepong 1990). 

Like many parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, land degradation in Northern Ghana 

has been occurring over a long period. As far back as the 1930s, Vigne 

(1938) Rose-lnnes (1964) and Clements (1945) reported that gully and sheet 

erosion were serious problems in North Mamprusi District (now Bakwu, 

Bolgatanga, Navrongo and Bulsa Districts). For example, Clements (1945) 

published a monograph in which he showed several photographs that depict 

widespread of erosion across many parts of Northern Ghana including the 

Bulsa district. Observations reveal that gullies and sheet erosion are 

prominent features across farmlands and along the sides of many trunk roads 

in the district. Some of the gullies measured on the roadsides were about 3 

meters deep and 4 meters wide. 

Blench (1997: IV) recently notes, "environmental degradation in the 

Northern Savannah of Ghana would appear to be well advanced by 

comparison with other countries in the Sudano-Sahelian zone". Blench (1997) 

and Benneh and Agyepong (1990) attribute the causes of the phenomenon in 

Northern Ghana to human activities such as frequent bush fires, overgrazing, 
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in increase demand for fuelwood and for land for agricultural and other uses. 

Blench (1997) notes that population pressure in the Northeastern comer of 

the country has resulted in the transfer of virgin forest and virgin lands into 

agriculture and other uses. Benneh and Agyepong also remark that because 

of increasing population, fallow lengths have also become shorter in many 

parts of Northern Ghana including the Bulsa District. One other major factor 

that these scholars mention as contributing to land degradation, but which 

they minimally discuss in detail, is the introduction or imposition of 

inappropriate land use technologies and resource management regimes in 

the area as well as the alienation of the local population from the 

implementation of land use interventions. Amanor (1996) in particular 

identified the alienation of local communities over the years on local land use 

policies as a major contributing factor to land degradation in Ghana. 

9.2.1. Bulsa concept of land degradation and its cause 

The Bulsa term for land degradation, teng kaasi ka, literally means 

'land spoilage'. Teng kaasi ka has both physical and spiritual connotations 

and both causes are intertwined. At the social level, the Bulsa associate land 

degradation with land users' violation of laid down socio-cultural rules, 

including cultivation on sacred groves, inappropriate social and moral 

behaviours and activities of the commercial and other young fanners. A male 

elder stated that 'the youth and commercial farmers' refusal and reluctance to 

follow the laid down traditions and resource utilisation regulations is 

responsible for the decline In the productivity of the land. 

Almost every farmer interviewed on the causes of land degradation 

usually remarked, "there is something wrong with the lands". One male farmer 

in his 80's in Fumbesi remarked that: 

In the past, my father used to cultivate a small area of land, 
from which he was able to fill two granaries in the corral. He 
was able to feed the whole family throughout the year and we 
never ran out of food. Now we make bigger farms and yet we 
could hardly fill one of those silos. There is no single year in 
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the last ten years that I did not run out of food and have to sell 
livestock to buy grains to take us up to the next season. 

He concluded by saying that "tengka kasi ka ma" meaning our land is spoiled 

or polluted or degraded. 

Another farmer, an elder in his late 70s' from Bilinmonsa stated that: 

When I was young, farmers in this village including my father 
used only simple tools such as the hoe and dibble stick and 
yet we were able to produce enough to feed ourselves 
adequately throughout the year. Now we use ploughs, 
tractors and chemical fertilisers and yet we cannot produce 
enough. Something is wrong with our land. I think users of 
modem equipment and the inappropriate behaviours and 
activities of most of the commercial and young farmers have 
angered and polluted the gods. 

Traditional Bulsa farmers believe that inappropriate behaviour and activities of 

land users disturbs the existing harmony between the natural and the spiritual 

world, and this causes the soil and land fertility to decline. As noted earlier, 

while farmers take physical measures such as planting of grass and 

ploughing a long t he c ontours o f t heir fields to c heck s orne a spects o f I and 

degradation particularly erosion, they also seek spiritual assistance from their 

gods in dealing with these ecological problems. Thus, although farmers 

recognise the role of natural factors including climate and weather in land 

degradation, they believe that they can i ntervene torn anipulate the n atural 

causes through their religious practices. 

At the biophysical level, farmers identified a number of physical signs 

that they use to determine physical ecological degradation of their land and 

environment. Among the symptoms they listed, include increase In eroded 

patches on farmlands, increasing severity of the Harmattan winds and 

unpredictable seasons. Farmers also use the decline in yields per fields (fall 

in the productivity capacity of the land), recurrent droughts and floods, and 

reduction i n b iodiversity composition as i ndicators for I and d egradation a nd 

deterioration. As one elder from Bilinmonsa pointed out, "several areas in this 

locality that were covered with vegetation life (trees) in the past are now 

devoid of vegetation cover" [translation]. When these signs become eminent, 
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especially during droughts, the Bulsa will say that the tengka kaasi kama, 

meaning "the land is spoiled". 

Bulsa farmers are quite aware that their land is being degraded and 

they take physical and socio-cultural measures aimed at dealing with the 

problem. Farmers use a number of traditional anti-erosion measures such as 

planting of green grass called kpingkpa-nyiiga in Buli (Vetiveria fulvibarbis) 

along badly eroded lands and terracing in some of the stony areas. 

Communities also construct banks along dams to check erosion and to 

preserve water for their animals in the dry season (Figure 9.1). Farmers take 

these physical steps alongside socio-cultural measures. Elders and land 

custodians with support of family heads claim that they have become strict on 

the enforcement of some socio-cultural roles, taboos, rituals and other 

practices aimed at ensuring the spiritual health and maintenance of the land. 

Unfortunately, it was difficult to quantify these socio-cultural measures and 

their effectiveness, since in earlier discussions with the same elders and land 

custodians they indicated to me that they have lost control over the youth and 

commercial farmers when it comes to enforcing traditional land use rules. 

Through observation and interviews with Bulsa farmers and extension 

officials, I identified a number of factors that contribute to land spoilage or 

degradation in the Bulsa district. These factors include indiscriminate and 

uncontrolled burning, increasing population, activities of commercial farmers 

(use of chemical fertilisers and tractors), and road contractors and illegal 

miners. Ineffective agricultural policies and distrust of extension officials by 

local farmers, lack of land use information and low ecological awareness on 

the part of both local land users and MOFA officials, and extension officials' 

poor appreciation and understanding of the role of local knowledge and 

institutions are among the list of factors that contribute to Bulsa land 

degradation. I will now elaborate on these factors. 

9.2.2. Use of fire in land preparation 

In spite of the careful attention Bulsa farmers pay to the management 

of their land, there are a number of cultural practices that seem to contradict 
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or to be in conflict with sustainable land use management. The use of fire to 

clear fields is contentious issue in land use conservation (Korem 1982b). 

Despite the claim of short-term advantages of burning, extension officials 

identify the use of fire as the biggest single physical cause of the degradation 

agent in Northern Ghana including the Bulsa District (Korem 1985). In almost 

all the annual reports from the District Department of Agriculture, Bulsa 

District Assembly and NGOs operating in the district, bush burning and the 

use of fire in land preparation features prominently as the most disturbing 

ecological problem in the district (Bulsa District Annual Report 1985-90). The 

Bulsa District Assembly in it 1999 annual report (Bulsa District Assembly 

1999:34) states that "the most common and destructive form of environmental 

and land degradation in the district is the large-scale bush fires which are set 

by humans during the dry season. Except on compound farms where some 

farmers use controlled or selective burning to clear or prepare their lands and 

deliberately protect trees of economic importance, most of the landscape, 

especially commercial fields are bare with no vegetation cover in the dry 

season. 

9.2.2.1. The Bulsa rationale behind the use of fire 

Among the reasons farmers give for setting vegetation on fire include 

the use of fire as a tool for land preparation and hunting. To clear the field 

manually takes a long time, which means that farmers who cannot afford to 

organise c ommunal I abour may e nd u p s owing o r s tailing t he s eason I ate. 

Farmers thus, deliberately use fire to clear their fields because they perceive 

it as the cheapest and fastest way to prepare their plots for the next season. 

Although some farmers recognise that the use of fire on fields makes the land 

bare or naked, they see nothing wrong with the practice, which they claim has 

been in practice for unknown period. In the view of the majority of Bulsa 

farmers (seventy-three out of eighty-five farmers), it is only uncontrolled 

burning or fires that are destructive and undesirable. Farmers indicated that 

clearing the field with fire helps to kill difficult weeds, pests and other diseases 

before the next season since it is extremely difficult to eliminate difficult 
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weeds s uch a s sfrigga w ithout b urning. F or t hem, t he b est m ethod to d eal 

with striga is through burning to get rid of its seeds. Even farmers who are 

aware of the destructive impact of the practice of burning claim that there is 

no better alternative for land clearing available to them. Farmers also 

suggested that setting fires to the vegetation bums off old grass to make way 

for the growth of fresh grass (i.e. to induce a flush of grass for grazing), to kill 

or drive off reptiles especially poisonous snakes from the settlement and near 

sheanut and o ther e conomic t rees w hich m ay a ttack p ickers. F armers a Iso 

claim that burning of previously crop fields helps to destroy poisonous snakes 

and makes it save for the next planting season. The annual burning of the 

vegetation c an a Iso b e a ccidental from c igarette and t obacco s mokers a nd 

charcoal burners. 

In addition, socio-cultural reasons including the fear of dangerous 

species such as, ghosts and evil beings (choruk, a person in the shape of an 

animal such as wolves) are among the main reasons for the continuity of this 

old damaging practice. According to most informants, evil beings and spirits 

hide in the bushes and tall grasses, and attack humans after the harvest. By 

setting the uncultured environment (bush and vegetation) on fire, especially 

around the settlement at the end of the farming season is to drive these 

dangerous monsters and other evil spirits away, and make it safe for people 

to roam at night. However, no Informant could give or remember an occasion 

in recent history when any such evil beings and spirits attacked members 

from the locality. 

9.2.2.2. Effects of the use of fires 
The creation of successful agriculture requires maintaining a good 

balance between the process of growth and the process of decay. Several 

scholars (Balfour 1944; I rvine 1961; Robert 1995; Ahn 1970) note that this 

balance becomes seriously disturbed when farmers bum their fields of 

organic matter including crop residues after harvest. Walker (1962), Van 

Dyne (1972) Korem (1976, 1985), Sanchez (1995) and Robert (1995) argue 

that burning interrupts and destroys the natural recurring cycle of vegetation 
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regeneration or "wheel of life": birth-growth-reproduction-death-decay-birth. 

Besides accelerating the process of laterisation, burning also destroys wildlife 

habitat (Korem 1977, 1985; Giller and Wilson 1991). Korem (1985) note that 

burning destroys organic matter including earthworms, termites and other 

micro-organisms that play critical role in soil fertility maintenance and 

sustenance. The effects of the use of fire are summarised in table 9.1. 

To prove the disastrous effects of burning on the productivity of land, 

Korem (1979) conducted a comparative analysis of soils and vegetation 

growth in unbumed sacred groves and burnt fields in Tamale. The results of 

his experiment show some vast differences in soil quality and vegetation 

productivity (Table 9.2) on burnt fields and sacred groves that are protected. 

He suggested that laterisation was more serious in the burnt areas outside of 

the sacred groves than in the grove. Korem (ibid.) concluded that bush 

burning or the use of fire cripples and retards in vegetation growth and 

reduces species composition. A number of scholars (Palm 1995; Rose-lnnes 

1964; Hopkins 1965; Long et al. 1992; Korem 1982; 1977; 1979) have 

identified similar pattern in their analysis of the effect of burning on soil 

productivity. 

9.2.3. Mining, infrastructural development and degradation 

As stated earlier, the activities of road contractors' commercial laterite 

stones and sand miners constitute a major cause of land degradation. Out of 

over o ne h undred a nd forty i nformants i nterviewed, o ne h undred a nd t hirty 

eight acknowledge that mining in the various forms (laterite/gravel, winning of 

sand and stones and precious minerals) has devastating negative impact on 

the land. 

Road contractors who mine latérite sand and stones usually remove 

the top soils and put it into heaps in order to get access to the gravel layer. 

After mining, road contractors never level the land or plant grass on the 

excavated land. Rains and winds wash these heaps away into streams, rivers 

and other water bodies. Although there is no data on the exact size of land 

damaged through gravel excavation, I have observed that the mining of 
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latérite and stones has left large stretches of land with scars in desolate state 

along most major trunk roads in the district (Figures 9.3 and 9.4). Between 

Chuchuliga and Sandema, a distance of 29km, I counted over twelve of such 

gravel pits and each pit was not less than 250 squares meters in area. These 

abandoned latérite pits also become breeding grounds for mosquitoes during 

the rainy season. 

The excavation of sand to meet the increasing demand of estate 

developers (i.e. contractors building cement-block houses for institutions and 

individuals) has contributed to redirecting the flow of many streams. This 

practice sometimes results in floods along riverbanks, causing destruction to 

farms and settlements. In Africa, land degradation caused by the mining of 

laterite, sand and stone for road construction and other infrastructure has 

become such a major problem that for the first time, scholars raised the issue 

at the African Soil Science Society annual meeting in 1990 (IFAD 1991a, 

1991b and 1992). 

During the last five years, the activities of small-scale illegal miners of 

gold have also become a major environmental and health problem in the 

Upper East. These miners use surface mining methods and operate without 

any environmental guidelines. In the Upper East, the activities of these 

surface miners have become both such an environmental and social nuisance 

that in 1999 (at the time of my fieldwork) the national government had to send 

a detachment of the army to stop these miners from further destruction of 

farmlands. 

In an Interview with the District Chief Executive of the Bolgatanga 

District, he reiterated that the military has hectic time containing the operation 

of these miners. The leader of the military detachment confirmed the District 

Chief Executive's statement. He stated that any time the military personnel 

chased the miners away from one locality, they regrouped and started their 

operation in another village. According to the military chief, the problem of 

containing these illegal miners is complicated by the fact that members 

especially the youth of the communities where they operate, do not co-
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operate with the military and other law enforcement agencies participating in 

the exercise. In his view, some of the unemployed youth in these mining 

localities, use whatever means they can to cover up the miners because of 

the employment the mining activities offer them. In addition, like commercial 

farmers, these miners are rich with strong links and connections to local youth 

leaders and landowners, and use their connections to bribe landowners, 

opinion leaders and the youth leaders of the localities to get access to land for 

their operations. 

Like commercial farming, the activities of these illegal miners also 

attract most of the energetic Bulsa men and women. Besides denying most 

households of the needed farm labour, there are also reports of rampant anti

social activities such as the use drugs and sex trade in areas where these 

miners operate. One elder linked the low yields or poor harvest in his 

community in the past few years, to the social pollution caused by the 

activities of both miners and commercial farmers. He stated that 

How can the land be productive when there is so much 
pollution (dangta) everywhere? When I was young, stealing of 
crops and livestock was rare. Engaging in sexual activities 
outside the house or in the bush were serious crimes and a 
big disgrace to one and his family or lineage. Today, all these 
anti-social and immoral activities are so common in the village 
that elders and land custodians pretend to close their eyes to 
them. Young people especially literate Bulsa and Christians 
no long respect traditional rules. How can the land be 
productive when it is indiscriminately abused and polluted? 

The above statement confirms the Bulsa view in which they see a close link 

between social or spiritual and physical causes of ecological and 

environmental degradation. Even though informants' complaints were mainly 

on the social and spiritual pollution of the land from these activities, the 

spread of AIDS and other related (sexually transmitted diseases) diseases 

pose a threat to these mining communities and the region as whole. During 

an interview with the aids control coordinator for the Upper East Region, he 

stated that these mining communities are AIDS prone areas. He indicated 

that although there are no hard data available now, there are many reports of 
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low sexual morality among the miners. He buttressed his claim by pointing out 

that Obuasi (the major gold mining town in Ghana) is also one of places with 

the highest number of report cases of AIDS, and that from current statistics 

there is some correlations between the fast spread of aids and mining 

activities. According to him, the miners have access to cash and use that to 

attract young girls and drug dealers. Prostitutes also troop to these areas for 

business because they know from experience that miners are generally very 

generous with their money. 

9.2.4. Population pressure and land degradation 

Although Bulsa farmers indirectly acknowledge that increasing 

population has resulted in the expansion in settlements (conversion of wild 

bush to build settlements and farms) and increased demand for fuelwood and 

timber, they do not view it as a serious factor responsible for degradation. For 

example, when farmers discuss the shorting of fallow lengths, they indirectly 

talk of population pressure. However, elderly farmers tend to disagree that 

increase in population contributes directly to land or other forms of ecological 

degradation. One elder argued that: 

Since ancient time, population has also been constantly 
growing. Our ancestors have always burnt the vegetation at 
the end of every rainy season. Grazing has also been part of 
our practice. All these things have been going on since the 
time of our great grand ancestors and yet they were self-
sufficient in food. In my view, the problems of falling food 
supply, erratic or unpredictable weather and climatic 
conditions, droughts, drying up of streams, disappearance of 
game and other species have more to do with the social 
pollution of the land by the youth and the commercial farmers 
than population increase. 

This statement is sharp contrast with what extension officials' position. They 

view increasing population as the major contributory factor to land and 

environmental degradation in the area. Generally, extension official tend to 

emphasise the physical causes such as population pressure and 

inappropriate land use practices including burning while local elderly farmers 
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in addition to some of the these physical causes take social factors including 

moral conduct and behaviour into account when they discuss causes of land 

degradation. External officials linked land degradation, poverty and diseases 

in the district to increasing population (Figure 9.5) 

As I discuss in chapter eight, among the techniques that Bulsa farmers 

use to maintain soil fertility are bush fallows, shifting cultivation and the 

application of organic manure from crop residue and livestock. However, due 

to population increase and commercial farming, fallow lengths are now 

shorter and non-existent in areas with high population densities especially in 

Northern Bulsa. Dickson and Benneh (1988) note that ideal fallow length 

should be between 25-30 years, but this is no longer feasible in the Bulsa 

district because of increasing population. Population pressure in some parts 

of the district, especially Northern Bulsa coupled with the commercial farming, 

has led to keen competition for land for the various uses. This competition 

makes bush fallowing a less effective alternative. The current growing 

competition for land within the settlements compels several farmers to travel 

over long distances to establish bush farms. 

Traditionally, farmers always maintain strips of uncultivated bush 

separating two settlements or villages from one another. However, these 

strips are quickly disappearing or being converted to farms. This also puts 

limitations on the freedom of farmers to expand outwards in search for good 

and fallow fertile I ands o utside the settlement. Appiah explained that areas 

within the immediate settlement tend to be the foci of vegetation degradation, 

and this degradation decreases as one moves farther away from the village. 

He attributed this pattern to the pressure farmers put on land within the 

settlement including over cultivation and the absence of or very short fallow 

periods. In contrast, there is still enough vacant lands for farmers to allow 

relatively long fallow in the bush. Appiah also suggested that effects of 

burning is more severe within the settlement than in the bush where burning 

occurs when the vegetation is still wet, and thereby causing less damage. 
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9.2.5. Decline in the production of organic fertilisers 

In the past, fanners used to rely on crop waste or residues (stalks of 

the early millet and leaves of groundnuts and other leguminous plants) to 

prepare green manure and apply It to their compound fields. With increasing 

demand for fuelwood (an issue I will elaborate later), households now use 

large proportion of crop residues (millet stalk) as fuel energy. 

Farmers also complain that the scarcity of organic manure is partly due 

to the decline in livestock production. Livestock diseases, poor pasture, 

rampant cattle theft and lack of water in the dry season are factors that 

contribute to the declining livestock population. Farmers make claims that 

lack of grazing grounds and water bodies within the settlement during parts of 

year compel the remaining livestock to go fear into the big (goai-kpei for 

grazing) and return only after the rains set in between April and May. This 

means that farmers who derive manure from these animals are denied of It 

during the period the livestock spend in goai-kpei. A livestock owner pointed 

out that 

Lack of good grazing grounds and water bodies around or 
within the settlement in the dry season further compel 
livestock to travel hundreds of kilometres away from home 
into the bush to graze. As such, the livestock spend a greater 
part of the dry season away from home and only return to the 
kraal at the beginning of the dry season. During six months of 
the year when the livestock is away In the bush, we lose a 
great amount of manure production [translation]. 

Farmers who prevent their livestock from going to goai-kpei d uring the dry 

season because of increase In livestock theft have to stockpile the bulk of 

their crop wastes such as bean and groundnut leaves that they would have 

used to make green manure as feed for these animals. 

9.2.6. Household energy and land degradation 
Leach and Meams (1988) and Chamber and Leach (1987) point out 

that one major activity that has serious implications, especially on rural land 

use, is household fuelwood energy. The most popular energy types in the 

Bulsa District include firewood, millet sorghum and guinea com stalks. A 
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study conducted by the Department of Geography, University of Ghana, on 

the Upper East region shows that about 75% of fuelwood users procure their 

materials from dead tress, 5% from life trees and the rest from stalks from the 

farm (Department of Geography and Resources development 1992). 

Fetching firewood from the bush or uncultivated plots requires no 

permission except in cases when a farmer wants to obtain building timber. In 

the case of building timber, one must either obtain permission from the farmer 

who cultivates that field or the land custodian responsible for the area. With 

millet or sorghum stalks, compound members do not need permission to 

obtain stalks from family or household farmland. However, women sometimes 

need to obtain permission before they fetch stalk and twigs from farmlands 

that belong to different households, families or compounds. 

Women interviewed indicated that they now walk longer distances to 

firewood sources than they did five to ten years ago (Figure 9.6). Women 

claim that their favourite species have become scarcer in the last ten years. 

They suggested that about ten years ago, their supplies were less than two 

kilometres away but now they go over six kilometres from the village to 

procure good wood. An old woman in her 70s, pointed out that firewood was 

never scarce when she was young but now sources close to the village or 

settlement have become almost depleted. According to her, when she was 

young, a nursing mother could leave her baby and go to the bush to obtain 

firewood and return in good time to meet her baby still asleep or not yet 

hungry. Now a nursing mother would not attempt to leave her baby to go and 

look for firewood since it takes her almost five to eight hours to procure good 

firewood. From my own observation and experience from growing up in the 

area, tree populations have dwindled over the last ten years. 

Both men and women suggested that the procurement of firewood for 

domestic household has no major negative impact on land degradation. They 

claim that most women cut only dry and dead trees for domestic fuel needs 

and this has no serious impact on the environment. However, they indirectly 

acknowledge that expansion in local brewery of pito and increased demand 
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for charcoal by urban dwellers are partly responsible for the depletion of 

firewood in the district. 

Expanding local industries such as pito brewing, sheanut butter, 

groundnut oil, bread baking, pottery, blacksmithing and other food processing 

industries rely on firewood as their main source of energy. Pito brewing is one 

of the single consumers of firewood. Pito brewers interviewed said that high 

demand for firewood coupled with competition for firewood from domestic 

consumers has resulted in an increase in firewood contractors (Figure 9.7) 

and escalated prices for fuelwood. Some brewers indicated that the escalated 

firewood prices are beginning to render pito brewing less profitable. Some 

women gave the indication that they are contemplating switching over to other 

economic activities that require less firewood. However, they claim that 

switching over to other areas is quite difficult because of limited economic 

alternatives available in the area. 

The fuel problem has also affected the production of manure in the 

sense that families now use livestock droppings particularly cow dung, a rich 

source of manure, as fuel because of the scarcity of fuelwood 

9.2.7. Imposition external of agriculture programs 

Curry Lindahl (1979), a renowned ecologist, in a report to the Swedish 

government, lamented that wrong development assistance by multilateral and 

bilateral aid organisations has contributed to the tremendous decline in the 

productivity of the ecosystem in many parts of the developing world. In a 

survey he (1979) conducted across the third world, he concluded that 

multilateral funded large-scale land use projects often result in a loss of more 

arable land to subsistence farmers through the appropriation of their land to 

commercial farmers. Lindahl also observed that several of these projects 

continue to contribute to t he a ccelerated rate of I and d egradation i ncluding 

the reduction in biodiversity and the increased spread of toxic chemicals. He 

noted that these multilateral sponsored projects with the intended aim of 

increasing food production and reducing imports in developing countries have 

rather made those countries net importers. It is not difficult to substantiate 
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Curry-Lindahl's claims when one examines Ghana government agricultural 

policies in northern Ghana over the last two decades. 

A careful study and analysis of land use and agricultural policies of the 

Ghana government confirms Lindahl's broad assertion (see MOFA Regional 

Annual Reports 1970-1995). Slnce1970s', the government of Ghana with 

funding from multilateral agencies such as the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) and World Bank (WB) has initiated a number of agricultural projects to 

assist farmers in the Upper East (I FAD 1991a, 1991, 1990). Two of such 

major projects are Upper Regional Agricultural Development Project 

(URADEP) and the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD52). 

The study of government policy documents on agriculture and land use 

including annual reports of URADEP and IFAD (MOFA Regional Annual 

Reports 1970-1995) reveal that these international sponsored programs have 

made little impact on sustainable land use and food supply. Albin Korem and 

Moses Appiah (Personal communication 1999) suggested that these large-

scale projects (e.g. URADEP and IFAD) tend to put emphasis on commercial 

farming with little support for the subsistence farmer. 

In addition to my observations, complaints from Bulsa farmers suggest 

that these large-scale land use projects pay minimum attention to the 

experience and input of local land users In the design and implementation of 

these projects. Not withstanding the existence of these large-scale projects 

with the intended aim of increasing food supply and dealing with land use 

problems such degradation, it appears more land being degraded and 

appropriated by few rich powerful stranger-absentees farmers (Upper East 

Regional Agricultural 1991, 1990; Presbyterian Annual Agricultural Report 

1980-1999). In the opinion of one Bulsa senior agricultural officer, URADEP 

and IFAD have rather made the peasant farmers worse off than before. 

5 2 IFAD is multilateral funding agency under the IMF Structural Adjustment 
Programme contracted by the Ghanaian government in the mid-1990s to help 
increase food production and sustainable use of land. 



332 

Government funded large-scale projects such as URADEP and IFAD 

tend to emphasise or encourage the use of chemical fertiliser and insecticide, 

heavy equipment and monocropping, none of which are economically 

sustainable to the majority of the small rural farmers. The use of tractors and 

combine harvesters requires total land clearance (cutting of trees and other 

scrubs) to make ploughing easy. In an interview with the director of the 

Presbyterian Agricultural Station, he pointed out that the use of tractors and 

other heavy tillage equipment is not suitable for the shallow and fragile soils in 

the Upper East. According to him, the use of heavy equipment, particularly 

tractors weakens the already fragile soil structure or causes soil compaction, 

making soils more prone to erosion and flooding. As noted earlier, Van der 

Meijden (1998) made a similar comment regarding mechanised farming in 

Northern Ghana. Elders and older farmers hold similar opinion and remarked 

that the use of tractors creates waterlogged spots or holes in fields. 

While few professional such as Moses Appiah, Albin Korem and Van 

der Meijden view the use of tractors and other heavy equipment as unsuitable 

for the soil in the region, junior staff at the district department of agricultural 

held moderate views about the use this heavy equipment. They accepted that 

that some soils are unsuitable for tractors but like many young Bulsa farmers, 

junior staff does not see anything wrong with the use of tractors except the 

high financial cost. When I tried to explain Appiah and Korem's position to 

Bulsa young farmers, their response was that if the use of tractors is 

damaging and bad, why are the commercial farmers using them? They find it 

difficult to understand and to accept that the use heavy equipment damages 

the soil. For them, the damaging of soil from tractor usage is a conspiracy 

between the extension department and commercial farmers to discourage 

and deny them tractor services that will put them in better position to compete 

with commercial farmers. Most of the youth believe that the commercial 

farmers are successful because they have easy access to tractor services 

that allows them to cultivate on large-scale. 
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9.2.7.1. The use of chemical fertilisers and land degradation 

As mentioned earlier, another area of contention and conflict between 

extension staff, Bulsa young and older farmers and commercial farmers is the 

use of fertilisers. Korem (1982c) and Brown (1978) identify the use of agro-

chemicals as substitute for organic manure as one of major causes of land 

degradation in Northern Ghana in modem times. Korem (1982c) suggested 

that the use of fertiliser has already caused a lot of ecological damage in 

many parts of Northern Ghana especially with the intensification of 

commercial fanning. Subsistence farmers who in the past use fertilisers 

recounted how in some particular years their crop withered away because 

after the application of the fertiliser It failed to rain for almost two weeks. On 

the contrary, twenty-five out of twenty-nine commercial farmers i nterviewed 

stated that chemical fertilisers and pesticides are the only most important 

factors responsible for increasing and maintaining soil fertility, and good 

substitute for organic fertilisers. The commercial farmers who supported the 

use of fertilisers argued that one cannot farm without chemical fertiliser and 

pesticides. An executive member of the Commercial Farmers Association 

went further to state that "commercial farming cannot succeed without 

chemical fertilisers and pesticides, and that soil fertility is a question of 

fertiliser and not the question of organic manure". 

Although chemical fertilisers can provide extra nutrients to crops and 

subsequently increase yields of crops, the soil moisture, proper education on 

its use and other socio economic and cultural factors must first be taken into 

account (Ignatief and Page 1968; FAO 1967). The application of fertilisers on 

soils with low water holding capacity or moisture retention such as the soils in 

the arid savannah ecotone of the Upper East is destructive to soils in the 

long-run (FAO 1967, Korem 1999). This is even more so when there is 

continued recurrent droughts in the region (Korem I999). In a report (FAO 

1967) on the use of fertiliser, FAO states among others that fertilisers has 

little effect on unproductive soils, and even with productive soil they are not 

effective on soils with low moisture retention, and places where rainfall is 
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erratic or where farmers have no or little control over water supply to fields. 

The fragile savannah soils such as Northern Ghana do meet any of these 

conditions that make the application of fertilisers less effective (Korem 

(1982c). At the World Conservation Strategy Conference held in Switzerland 

(WCS1996), experts on the subject concluded that farmers need chemical 

fertilisers and pesticides but these chemicals should be used with care and 

caution. A communiqué issued at the end this conference further stressed 

that as much as possible, farmers should use chemical fertiliser only as 

supplement to or in combination with organic fertilisers rather than as 

substitute for good soil management and organic manure. Scholars at the 

conference also noted that the increasing use of chemical fertilisers and 

insecticides, herbicides and pesticides have so far not compensated for the 

basic decline in world soil condition. The communiqué cautions that besides 

the adverse effects on aquatic and marine life, atmosphere and in terrestrial 

ecosystems, heavy dependence on chemical fertilisers reduces the capacity 

of the soil to retain moisture, thereby making them prone to droughts 

(WCS1996). 

Several other scholars and organisations (Masefield 1963; Lappe and 

Collins 1978; Schumacher 1977) express the same misgivings about the use 

of chemical fertilisers especially on marginalised soils. Masefield (1963), an 

agriculturist, in an a rticle entitled "Famine, its prevention a nd relief argues 

that the use of chemical fertilisers might be of no avail if there is a sheer lack 

of moisture in the soil for the crop. Brown (1978), an authority on food and 

population studies, in a commentary, repeated the same caution. He warns 

that the use of fertilisers and pesticides increase pollution, make crops 

especially high yielding varieties on monocropping stands more susceptible to 

diseases and pests. He cautions that the ultimate folly of the Green 

Revolution so prevalent worldwide is that the heavy use of chemical fertilisers 

has masked the basic deterioration of soils worldwide. Lindahl (1979) took a 

similar line of argument and stated that a number of environmental and land 

degradation problems in developing countries are associated with the use of 
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chemical fertilisers and pesticides. He notes that chemical fertiliser and other 

chemicals have a direct lethal effect on the environment and the ecosystems 

as a whole, including water bodies and soils. 

Korem (1982c), points that out while conditions of infertile or 

unproductive soils can improve with application of organic manure, it is only 

already productive soil that response to chemical fertilisers (Korem 1999, 

1981a, 1982c,). Korem (1976) also noted that crops growing on farms where 

only chemical fertilisers have been used for many years are extremely 

vulnerable to drought a s compared to those on lands that organic fertiliser 

has been applied (Korem 1976). Korem (Personal communication 1999) 

stated that from his experience working with farmers in Northern Ghana, 

conditions such as reliable rainfall pattern and good soil-moisture that allow 

the efficient and effective application of chemical fertilisers are outside the 

control of the Northern Ghanaian subsistence farmer. 

Despite current evidence (World Conservation Strategy 1996; FAO 

1967; Masefield 1963) that the use of fertilisers unproductive and ecologically 

damaging in the long-run to fragile soils such as those in Northern Ghana, 

local chiefs, high governmental agricultural officials and opinion leaders in the 

region continue to make appeals for an increase in the supply of the 

chemical. For example, at most festivals such as the Feok festival, traditional 

leaders devote a major part of their address or speech to calling and pleading 

with government to ensure adequate supplies of fertilisers and other 

chemicals to farmers. The president of the Upper East Farmers Association at 

the 1982 farmers' day celebration said, "I appeal to the government to supply 

the regions with fertilisers and tractors before the beginning of the farming 

season to e nsure a successful farming season" (Daily Graphic, September 

17, 1982). Statements such as this one are not limited to individual local 

leaders and chiefs, but even common among certain agricultural professions. 

It is also common to come across even stronger statements in annual 

agricultural reports of the region. One of such common recycled statements in 
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almost every agricultural report (Upper East Region Annual Agricultural 

Report 1982:26) states that 

The lack of fertiliser has killed the interest of many farmers. 
The u ncertainty of the quantity of fertilisers coming into the 
region has made it difficult to set any meaningful targets. 

Besides local officials and leaders, foreign agricultural experts and 

consultants to some of the big agricultural projects in Ghana also continue to 

perpetuate the ideas that chemical fertiliser is the best solution to soil 

infertility. I have taken a few comments from several sources made by both 

scientists and government officials to illustrate the mentality towards the use 

chemical fertilisers and the philosophy guiding the big agricultural projects in 

Northern Ghana. Some of the comments are from Albin Korem personal dairy 

but with his permission. However, he asked me to keep the anonymity of the 

people who made the comments in order to avoid personal attacks on him. 

According to Albin Korem, most of the statements were made at seminars or 

meetings in which he was either personally present or heard over the radio. 

He also came across these statements in the annual agricultural reports of 

Northern Ghana. 

1. Reasonable y ields c an b e e xpected o nly with j udicious u se of c hemlcal 
fertilisers (statement from a manager of a big World Bank funded 
Agricultural Project in the Upper East, November 1982) 

2. Science has not yet proved that manure can increase crop yields 
substantially (Foreign agricultural expert and consultant to a multinational 
funded agricultural project in Northern Ghana, June 1986 

3. Inorganic fertilisers offer the best possibility for dramatic yield increase of 
any single technology (advice given by technical consultant to a 
multinational funded integrated agricultural development Project in the 
Northern Region of Ghana 1989) 

4. You cannot increase the soil organic matter content in the tropical soils. 
That is why the farmer must use chemical fertiliser (voice of a soil scientist 
during a symposium on management of the savanna soils, Navrongo, 
1975, sponsored by URADEP) 

5. To expand their production, farmers in developing countries will have to 
purchase increasing amounts of fertilisers, pesticides and other current 
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inputs (foreign agricultural expert in a meeting with Ghanaian senior 
agricultural officers). 

6. Big farmers cannot rely on organic fertilisers because their farms are too 
big (A statement made by a commercial farmer at a meeting of the 
Regional Farmers Council 1990). 

7. Farmers must use chemical fertilisers because there are not enough 
organic fertilisers. 

8. Without chemical fertilisers, it is difficult to prepare an extension package; 
all our extension packages include chemical fertilisers (An official from 
Upper East Agricultural Department 1998). 

The above statements further illustrate the point I made earlier that 

despite various cautions by several experts (Lindahl 1979; Brown 1978) 

including IFAD (1967) and WCS (1996) against the use of fertilise, chemical 

farming especially the use of fertilisers continues to feature prominently in all 

government agricultural policy and extension packages. Interestingly, one 

hardly hears of manure trials or efforts to encourage the production and use 

of organic manure. A close analysis of the above statements strongly suggest 

that agricultural policies in Northern Ghana are geared towards the 

commercial farmer since these inputs (fertilisers and tractors services) are 

obviously ecologically, socially and economically inappropriate and 

unaffordable to the subsistence farmers who are the primary food producers. 

In addition, agricultural research in Ghana continues to operate on and with 

imported scientific agricultural inputs, but neglect the locally available options 

such a s t he p ossibilities o f c ommercial p reduction o f o rganic fertilisers a nd 

inputs. Although the proper use of chemical fertilisers as supplement to 

manure or organic fertilisers is not necessarily bad, the over emphasis on the 

former at the expense of the latter by these multilateral sponsored 

programmes and government agricultural and land use policy makers have a 

number of damaging consequences on land use and fertility management. 

Furthermore, in-depth and critical study and analysis of the agricultural 

reports and policy document of the Ministry of Food and Agriculture since 

1979, also confirm claims made by many scholars (Korem 1999; Steven 

1993; Amanor 1994) that government tends to pay little attention to land use 
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and its degradation in agricultural development. For example, in the Ministry 

of Land and Forestry National Policy document "National Land Use Policy 

1999"), critical issues such as soil and water conservation, environmental 

degradation and desertification were hardly mentioned as serious problems 

(see Ministry of Land and Forestry 1999). 

In addition, the 1980-1985 National Agricultural Action Program 

identified a number of factors or limitations to agricultural production. In the 

blue print of this document (MOFA1980:25), the government identified the 

following factors that needed to be addressed in order to increase food 

production: 

1. Lack of simple clearing equipment such as chain-saws, cutlasses and 
hoes 

1. Inadequate and generally low productivity of farm labour, and weak 
organisation of the entire extension departments to provide quality 
services to farmers 

2. Untimely supply of inputs including improved seeds, fertilisers, pesticides, 
herbicides and tractor services 

3. Unrealistic pricing of agricultural products and poor or ineffective 
marketing system 

4. Inadequate use of credit facilities 

5. Poor transportation: bad feeder and trunk roads 

6. Poor maintenance and servicing of agricultural machinery and equipment, 

In contrast to these constraints frequently recycled or repeated in annual 

agricultural reports, some of which are of course valid, soil fertility and land 

degradation are feature prominently among local farmers as the most 

pressing issues or problems in my discussions with local land users. 

Another example of government's poorly designed land use and 

agricultural programs are reflected in 1990 Agricultural Action Program 

(Ministry of Agriculture 1991: vi). The key strategies contained in this 

document include: 

1. Intensive agricultural development through the intensification of training of 
agricultural extension staff and farmers 

2. Retaining and improving the productivity of farm labour 
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3. Establishment of farm supplies centres to distribute inputs such as 
fertilisers. 

4. Timely supply, distribution and efficient utilisation of agricultural inputs 
5. Increase in farm credit to subsistence farmers. 

Here again, there is nothing said anything about the need to improve the 

productive capacity of the land and on how to arrest the fast degrading lands. 

When one compares what is contained in government reports on land 

use and agricultural planning with what farmers mentioned as the bottlenecks 

in land use and its productivity, it is not easy to deduce that agricultural 

planning in Ghana is based on an armchair understanding of problems that 

farmers face. Again, when one compares various agricultural policy 

documents and reports (Upper Regional Annual Agricultural Report 1970-

1981,1992-1998) against what fanners identified as their land use problems, 

one is inclined to believe that planners and policy makers are perhaps 

unaware of the real land use problems that confront farmers on the 

countryside. In a personal conversation and discussions with Korem, he 

views the alienation of local fanners in the design of land use and agricultural 

policies as a strong factor that contributes to the failure of agricultural projects 

such as URADEP. In Korem's view, government's perception of local people 

as objects of development rather than partners in development is one of the 

major causes for failure of development programmes in general and land use 

projects in particular in many parts of the developing world. Korem (personal 

communication 1999) stated that: 

From my experience working in Ghana over the last thirty 
years, I can say that most agricultural policies are imposed on 
Ghana by the West and donor agencies in collaboration with 
urban national elites with no consideration to practical 
problems In the rural area or countryside where a large 
majority of the people live. 

He went on to substantiate his claim by taking me through a long lecture on 

the topic. Korem also cited a number of major multilateral funded land use 

and agriculture projects from the 1970s to the early 1990s to support his 

claim. He mentioned URADEP and IFAD projects funded by the World Bank 
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and International Monetary Fund as examples. According to Korem, funding 

agencies usually design projects such in far away Western donor countries, 

which national urban elite of the receiving countries then try to implement. 

These projects rely on top-bottom' approaches to development and tend to 

pay minimal attention to the knowledge and experience of the local land user 

in the design and execution of such programmes. 

In contrast to these big government projects, small NGOs such as the 

Presbyterian Agricultural Station, ActionAid (British NGO) and Vuum-Tiim 

(local NGO), that are involved in the promotion of better land use practices 

are more effective and successful. In an interview with the program manager 

of the Presbyterian Agricultural Station, he pointed out that the non

governmental agencies are more effective and successful because of their 

grassroot approach to development. Unlike the large-scale government 

funded projects (e.g. IFAD and URADEP), the small-size NGOs believe that 

development can only be sustained through the participation of local farmers 

and by taking into account their socio-cultural institutions. According to 

Appiah, projects such as the Presbyterian Agricultural Project puts strong 

emphasis on the use of simple and familiar land use technologies and 

management regimes which are economically and socially sustainable and 

acceptable to land users. 

9.2.8. Poor understanding of local socio-cultural institutions 

Poor understanding of local socio-cultural and economic institutions 

and their interrelationship with land use and agriculture in particular is a major 

contributing factor for the failure of even well-intended government programs. 

There are many cases where poor understanding socio-cultural institutions 

became barriers to the implementation of well-intended government 

programs, and I will give one case to illustrate this point. 

The roles of communalism in Bulsa society are determined by kinship 

and other socio-cultural factors. As noted earlier, kinship determines in whole 

and in part, how families, lineages, clans cooperate and with whom they must 

cooperate. In many ways, kinship networks and the concept of communalism 
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¡n Northern Ghana create "natural cooperative associations". Understanding 

the principles that govern communalism and cooperation in these societies 

has the potential to assist government in the forming of modem cooperatives 

societies. 

In the early 1970s, the government mandated MOFA to organise 

fanning communities in the Upper East into fanners' cooperatives. The aim 

for forming these cooperatives was to make it easy for farmers as group to 

get access to loans and extension packages, as part of the condition of IMF 

and World Bank funded programs (e.g. URADEP and IFAD). In an interview 

with two respected professional well familiar with agricultural policies in 

Northern Ghana and the two senior regional cooperative officers, the 

indicated that government farmers cooperatives failed for many reason. One 

of the senior cooperative office indicated that cooperatives associations are 

not an entirely new concept to these societies because of the practice of 

communalism. Unfortunately, MOFA in its task of organising the farmers into 

cooperative e ither s imply i gnored t he t raditional principles t hat g ovem I ocal 

cooperation and communalism or took them for granted. Interviews with two 

regional cooperative officers and five members of defunct farmers' 

cooperatives, they all confirmed that local farmers' perceptions and concept 

of cooperatives were never considered or sought in the design and formation 

of these modem farmers' cooperatives. The government on the advice of 

foreign consultants from the funding institutions chose to go according to 

modem legal principle and theories on how cooperative societies should be 

organised. As stated earlier, no due attention was given to kinship and other 

critical socio-cultural factors that underpin traditional communalism. Farmers 

from different clans without any close social or kinship ties or economic 

cooperation and who under normal circumstances have no strong ties of 

social and economic cooperation were hastily lumped together. However, 

because of the perceived and expected benefits and incentives, most farmers 

unwillingly accepted and joined these new cooperatives societies, and as the 

regional cooperative officer noted "only as passive members". Since most 
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local farmers could not even afford the initial registration fees (small down 

deposit as shareholders) or are reluctant to accept or embrace the 

government cooperative, local commercial farmers with the support from 

stranger-absentee-commercial farmers moved in and pretended that they 

wanted to help organise the local farmers. Since the local fanners could 

afford the cost of registration and initial deposits, the local commercial and 

stranger-absentee-commercial farmers moved in and provided the initial 

funding including fees required to register the cooperatives. The local and 

outside absentee-commercial farmers in practice eventually took over the 

control and benefits from these associations. Loans, tractor and extension 

services, free supply of seeds and other inputs meant for all members of the 

cooperatives went direction to commercial farmers as the financiers of the 

cooperative groups. Five male farmers from one of these defunct farmers' 

cooperatives indicated that as far as they are concern, no local farmer like 

them received any financial support or extension services meant for the 

cooperatives. Seven other ex-members of the cooperatives made the same 

claim and point out that "except the local or Bulsa commercial farmers who 

got their share of financial assistance as members, nothing came to us 

[subsistence farmers]". From interviews with cooperative officers, senior 

agricultural officers and former member of these cooperative, the conclusion 

is that the government/modem farmers' cooperatives were failure in terms of 

their original aim. Rather than assisting local subsistence farmers, the 

program rather put subsistence farmers at more disadvantages as 

commercial farmers took advantage of the funds meant for the cooperatives 

expand their activities, which also meant more land appropriation and 

degradation from their methods of cultivation (tractors, total clearing and the 

use of fertilisers and pesticides. 

Disbursement of government loans to farmers is another major 

problem that agricultural extension workers and farmers mentioned during 

interviews. As noted in earlier the disbursement of the funds for the 'Youth 

and Agriculture Program' is an example of misappropriation, corruption and 
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political favouritism that characterised most of the government funded 

agricultural and land use projects. Although the Youth and Agriculture 

Program' was a laudable program, most youth groups that were supposed to 

benefit from these loans claimed that they never did, as loans went to the 

then government supporters, who were not qualified to benefit from the 

package. The timing of the financial package was also suspicious as it came 

just around the time of the national election. In an interview with members of 

the team responsible for distributing the package, two of them conceded that 

there was political interference in the disbursement of the loans. According to 

them, a bulk of the loans went to supporters of the ruling government rather 

than the unemployed youth. 

I have also observed that lack land use information and rural 

development were also major problems that contribute to the intensification of 

land and ecological degradation in Bulsa district in particular and Northern 

Ghana in general. Access to land use information by both extension officials 

at the local level (district level) and subsistence farmers has been observed to 

be major problem. There is no active national agricultural and land use 

magazines or journals. Information units at the district and regional offices of 

the ministries (e.g. of Food and Agricultural, Land and Forestry and the 

Environment) either did not exist or where they do, the information is 

outdated. One official, who lamented on the lack of information, said MOFA 

considers information units as unimportant and as such neglect them. Land 

use officials or policy makers do not go into the field to see for themselves the 

problems of land degradation, and there are no local journals that carry 

information on ecological issues. I will deter my recommendations on how 

some of these problems can be resolved or minimised to chapter ten. 

9.3. LAND DEGRADATION AND DROUGHT 

As noted earlier, recurrent drought is one of the most visible symptoms 

of land and environmental degradation in the Northern Ghana in general and 

the Bulsa District in particular. Although droughts are not new in Northern 
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Ghana, in the last few decades they have become more and more common. 

In an interview with the paramount chief of the Bulsa Traditional Area, he 

indicated that since the 1930's there has not been any serious drought until 

the last thirty years when droughts became a perennial recurrent problem in 

the area. The last serious drought he could remember was around the 1934, 

two years after his enskinment. Since then there has never been any drought 

of that magnitude until the last few decades when droughts became common 

again and occur each other year. According to farmers, most minor 

agricultural droughts last between three to five weeks and occur in the rainy 

season between June and July, and usually affect the early crops. 

Drought occurs when moisture shortage seriously affects the 

establishment of crops resulting in crop failure, a situation that often 

destabilises an established economy of a region (Palmer 1964; Johnson et al 

(eds.) 2001). Korem (1986) noted that the more degraded a land, the greater 

the danger of drought and its effects. Climatologists suggest that human 

activities are partly responsible in a number of ways for the occurrence of 

droughts (Johnson et. al (eds.) 2001; Palmer 1964). Barry and Chorley (1972) 

and Korem (1977) suggest that activities of humans increase the amount of 

dust in the air, preventing the formation of warming updraft that is capable of 

turning moisture into rainfall. In addition, by decreasing the soil organic matter 

content through burning, over cultivation, indiscriminate felling of trees, and 

other misuses, humans greatly increases the devastating effects of droughts. 

Like the Bulsa perceptions of the causes of land degradation and 

infertility, most farmers, especially the elderly, attribute the causes of recent 

recurrent droughts to the pollution of earth god and other deities by humans 

through inappropriate behaviour and activities. As earlier indicated, they see 

droughts as punishment sent by the gods for humans' violation of socio-

cultural rules regarding the use of land and its resources. Although I have 

stated earlier that local behaviours or practices help to influence microclimatic 

conditions, this can only have minimal effect when measured against the 

many cycles that climatologist have demonstrated. 
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9.4. CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I examined the causes and effects of land degradation 

in the Bulsa District in the broader context of agricultural development in 

Northern Ghana. I have argued that a critical framework for looking at land 

degradation in the Bulsa District in particular and Northern Ghana in general 

is to re-examine state environmental and agricultural policies, which focus on 

integrating local economies into the world economy. I have, also through the 

chapter emphasised, that policy makers need to explore the fundamental 

contradictions in development policy to enable them come up with a critical 

policy framework that will allow the integration of local experience, institutions 

and their participation in land use planning and implementation 
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CHAPTER 10: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

10.1. .INTRODUCTION 

Bulsa land use in general and agriculture in particular follows two main 

paths: indigenous and modem. While the modem path emphasise external or 

foreign inputs, rigid application of formal knowledge systems, technologies 

and other introduced practices within the context of western science, the 

traditional path stress conservation regimes and land use practices within the 

context of Bulsa cosmovision. Instead of developing a dialogue between 

traditional and modem land use practices, agents of development intervention 

tend to treat the former as obstacles to development. This chapter summaries 

the interrelationship and interconnections between Bulsa institutions and their 

cosmovision, and how these interrelationships are reflective of the society's 

land use management regimes and other aspects of socio-economic and 

political lives. While Bulsa socio-cultural, economic and political life is largely 

influenced by their cosmovision, the society is not immune to the Influence of 

external factors and events, as what goes on in the society including the use 

and management of their land practice is part driven by far broader events. 

10.2. COSMOVISION AND LAND MANAGEMENT. 

The Bulsa woridview in which they perceive and conceptualise the 

social, natural and spiritual worlds as intrinsically interconnected and 

interrelated helps to define the society's universe. This also provides the 

basis on which Bulsa relate with nature or biophysical and social 

environment. For instance, as explained in chapters five and six, the Bulsa 

see a close relationship between the physical productivity or health and the 

socio-cultural well-being of the environment and this philosophy guides them 

in the conduct of their daily lives. That is to say, many aspects of their socio-

cultural, political and economic lives including resource utilisation and 

management are in whole and in part directly and indirectly linked to the 
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society's cosmology (see Figure 10.1). Although cosmovision is the grid 

through which Bulsa interprets and explain socio-cultural, economic and 

political issues or conduct their life, the influence of external factors and other 

events as noted earlier play a major part in shaping the society's views and 

ultimately its land use practices. As already mentioned, much of what goes on 

in Bulsa society particularly regarding their land use and other resource 

management regimes is driven by far broader regional, national and 

international policies and politics including conditions of international funded 

projects such as IFAD and URADEP. While I recognise and pay attention to 

these external factors and events, my discussion deals largely with the 

proximal and local effects of what in many cases is part of much larger scale 

phenomena. 

Figure 10.1, is a conceptual framework illustrating the complex 

interconnections, relationships and linkages between many aspect of Bulsa 

life and their cosmovision. At the periphery are economic, political and social 

institutions, knowledge system, and their relations to the society's 

cosmovision at the centre. Relating figure 10.1 to Von Bertalanffy notion of a 

system, the entities at the peripheral interact with each other as well as with 

centre to make life meaningful in Bulsa society. Explanation for the cause of 

events including cause of land degradation in the society is partly sought 

within the context of Bulsa cosmovision. Similarly, reasons for members' 

preferences for particular land use practices and rejection of others is in part 

determine by their cosmovision. In Bulsa thought, therefore, economic and 

social sustainability are inseparable and both must go together. There is 

mutual feedback between the various constituents at the periphery and with 

the centre suggesting cybernetics relationships (figure 10.1). Cybernetics is a 

term typically associated with information theory and technological 

development but used in the context of my discussion, it connote the self-

steering ability of the system in which outputs feed back into the system as 

inputs (mutual feedbacks). The entities at the periphery including economics 

and politics, and at the centre (cosmovision) conceptually form a "unity or 
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whole" within systems thinking. Thus, the interaction between the constituent 

parts at the peripheral and with the centre sustains the system as a whole. 

While the center and periphery function together, and are self-

contained, and self-regulatory to some extent, the system as whole is not 

immune to external influences as indicated earlier. External forces including 

globalisation, colonialism, formal education and external knowledge, and the 

modem state are continually influencing the system. This means that the 

system is neither entirely closed nor open. 

The system as whole has internal mechanisms that help it to control 

the inflow or intrusion of external influences in order to ensure the continuous 

harmonious pattern of interaction between its various parts. These internal 

mechanisms h elp i 11 o c ontrol t he i nflow o r i ntrusion o f e xternal i nfluences, 

especially those ideas that may cause drastic departure from existing belief 

systems and other core practices. In other words, the system selectively 

resists external ideas and influences that may cause serious distortions to its 

functioning. The system's mechanism to control the inflow of external 

influence or function independently of external factors is restricted or limited 

to some degree. Externally imposed ideas and practices that may not fit into 

the society's cosmovision can sometime force their way into the system, 

thereby causing and disharmony to the entire or parts of it. In such situation, 

members will either immediately abandoned these ideas and practices or only 

entertained them at the periphery for short period before discarding them. In 

contrast, those ideas that members of the society perceive as congruent to 

the system, and are economically and socially viable and sustainable are 

gradually integrated into it. This means that system as whole is not static, but 

dynamic though with different degrees of tolerance to new ideas and 

practices. Thus, the core and periphery have different degrees of sensitivity 

towards introduced ideas and practices. Generally, the core (cosmovision) is 

less tolerant and more sensitive than the periphery to influence. This means 

that although farmers and land users have some degree of freedom to 

choose information or ideas from external sources, they do this with caution, 
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taking into account which ideas and practices can be worked into their 

existing practice and ultimately their cosmovision. 

The model (figure 10.1) illustrates that Bulsa socio-cultural, economic 

and political institutions and knowledge are embedded in their cosmovision, 

which serves as the grid through which they conduct their everyday life. In 

other words, the periphery help to constitute and is in part constituted by the 

centre. Thus, Bulsa system of thought transforms and recreates their world. 

The individual accessibility, control over, ownership and use of land and its 

resources, access to political and religious offices as noted earlier is guided 

and determined by prescribed belief systems, taboos, customs norms, kinship 

ties a nd other forms of rules that have evolved within the context of B ulsa 

cosmology. The peripheral (economics, politics and religion) in figure 10.1 is 

defined and interpreted within the cosmovision at the centre. For example, 

farmers perform rituals in order to obtain higher yields and to protect crops 

from damage by pests, disease and thieves because of the strong held view 

that success in life in the physical world is determined by establishing good 

relationship with the social or spiritual world. Knowledge is also partly 

preserved in symbols and rituals (sacrifices, stories, proverbs) all of which are 

embedded in the Bulsa cosmovision. In nutshell, cosmovision gives meaning 

to the peripheral and define everyday life of the Bulsa traditional society. The 

role of cosmic forces including the performance of rituals as remedies for land 

use and agricultural problems demonstrate the implications and importance of 

Bulsa cosmology in development intervention 

Despite strong embedment of Bulsa socio-cultural, political and 

economic life and institutions in their cosmovision, there is wide spread 

tendency among external agencies and institutions to ignore local capabilities 

and to impose programs on them. As noted in chapter eight and nine, 

external agencies (both national and international) tend to underestimate the 

judgements and skills of local farmers, and take a narrow a view of local 

institutions and cosmovision. This attitude is major contributory factors to the 

failure and premature abandonment of external projects as noted in chapters 
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eight and nine. As already noted farmers make a free choice of an idea or 

practice based on what they considered socially and economically 

sustainable. Externally imposed programs that conflict with a local society's 

centre/core beliefs and values may only stay at periphery for short period and 

that is If they are accompanied by incentives. However, the moment the 

incentives are removed, the society abandons them. This also partly helps to 

explain why Bulsa farmers or land users may initially accept a new technology 

but in the long-run end up dropping It, especially when they realised it does 

not conform or fits into the centre or core values (cosmovision) of what the 

society deems socially and economically sustainable. When I scrutinised 

complaints on premature abandoning of government and non-government 

programs, one conclusion I could deduce is that many of abandoned projects 

were either hastily implemented without background studies of the society's 

values or they have no economic and social relevance to the farmers. 

Projects such as URADEP and IFAD require costly inputs that fanners cannot 

afford. In other cases, farmers realise that activities they could carry out 

themselves at lower financial and social costs required huge capital and high 

social cost to undertake under some of these imposed programs. For 

example, URADEP and IFAD introduced commercial pig rearing to local 

farmers as a way of increasing or supplementing their farm income. Although 

on paper the program has laudable goals, farmers realised that it is extremely 

expensive financially to rear or maintain pigs according to IFAD and 

URADEP's plan. Besides, the idea of rearing animals mainly for economic 

reasons does sit well with Bulsa concept of livestock rearing. Bulsa farmers 

keep animals not only for economic but also for socio-cultural reasons. At the 

initial stages, many farmers enrolled in the program because of incentives 

that came with it but with the removal of incentives at the end of the trial 

period, they quickly withdrew from it. As pointed in chapter eight, at the time 

of my fieldwork people who were still rearing pigs were civil servant and 

market women or traders. 
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The problem of the system model as presented in figure 10.1 is that it 

assumes that the interactions between entities at the periphery and with 

centre is cordial, and is only destabilised when there is an outside disruptive 

factor or event. The model also assumes that the system is constantly in 

equilibrium in the absence of external influences. These are mere 

assumptions and difficult to establish in practice because even in the absence 

of external influence, there are still competing cosmovisions within the centre. 

Asides, both the centre and the periphery are and have always been opened 

to external influence and events. However, understanding the limitation of the 

model, and how it works has the potential to provide national and international 

agencies and institutions with an institutional window to address many of the 

current problems in development intervention. 

10.3. RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Bulsa may not consciously talk of their institutions including 

beliefs, rules and customs in terms of their importance and contribution to 

sustainable conservation regimes. However, it is easy to infer that the idea of 

sustainability is embedded in their cosmovision. The Bulsa use and 

management of their land is oriented towards conservation rather than 

exploitation which is strongly embedded in their cosmology. Ridington (1992) 

interprets the Dunne-Za adaptive strategy to be one which controls the 

relationship of humans with the environment rather than attempting to control 

it. As pointed in chapters six, seven and eight, many Bulsa traditional beliefs 

and attitudes are geared towards sustainable management of their 

environment. The totemic restrictions and other beliefs and attitudes towards 

the environment help to regulate the overexcitation of such species. In 

addition, kinship ties and the obligations that goes with it helps to determine 

one's access to the use and exploitation of resources by ensuring members 

use land and its resources in a manner that is acceptable to the group. The 

central belief in the interconnection between the biophysical and social 

worlds: whatever happens in one world affects the other and this is guiding 
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principle in Bulsa subsistence farmers' use of their land and its resource. 

However, land use extension workers and policy makers tend to pay minimal 

attention to or show no appreciation for cosmovision, particularly spirituality, 

and many other aspects of their beliefs that appear remotely or indirectly 

connected to resource use and conservation. 

It is therefore important that government policy makers take into 

consideration the cosmovision, the socio-cultural and psychological 

foundations upon which traditional societies use and manage their resources. 

As Korem in an interview remarked, "too often, policy makers listen more to 

economists but seldom, if ever, to local farmers and anthropologists". Amanor 

(Personal communication 1999) expressed similar view and lamented over 

the tendency of the Ghanaian and many African governments to ignore the 

potentialities, capabilities, ingenuities, skills and judgements of the African 

subsistence farmer, instead of understanding farmers' techniques of 

production and the rationality behind their farming systems, and making trying 

to supplement their efforts, there is the tendency of African governments and 

policy makers to transplant programs that are isolated from the vast majority 

of farmers. Most of these transplanted projects have no economic relevance 

to farmers as sustaining them requires inputs that they cannot afford". There 

is therefore the urgent need for policy makers to consider local farmers' 

experiences and problems and needs, and specific local realities, and 

interrogate thoroughly imposed land use and agricultural projects on 

developing countries by external agencies and Western donors. 

Unlike government officials who local communities consider as 

outsiders and who have also earned themselves bad names such as 'cheats', 

traditional leaders (e.g. chiefs and custodians) are insiders who command 

respect. As people who reside in the community, traditional leaders have 

better knowledge and understanding of the local needs and attitude of the 

people than government appointed officials and administrators. In addition, 

the Bulsa see their local office holders such as chiefs, custodians and elders 

as representatives of the gods, and this makes the authority of such leaders 
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more acceptable, although this is beginning to change especially with young 

literate and Christianised Bulsa. Instead of the tendency for agents of 

development intervention to treat local practices as obstacles to development, 

they must rather try to developing a dialogue between indigenous (local) and 

modem (external) land use practices. The important contribution of Bulsa 

traditional leadership including chiefs, the land custodians, village elders and 

the youth associations have the potential to mobilise rural people into 

effective environmental agencies to supplement external efforts in land use 

management particular and development intervention in general. Daneel 

1996) aptly argues that it is urgent to consider traditional institutions 

especially chieftaincy in the future development of Africa. He illustrates how 

Shona people in the Masvingp Province of Zimbabwe through a dialogue 

between modem and traditional have transformed the offices of chiefs, 

headmen and earthkeepers into an effective and successful modem 

environment project (Association of Zimbabwe Traditional Ecologists 

[AZTREC]). Daneel notes that AZTREC, which blends traditional Shona 

earthkeeping practices with modem political structures, is an effective and 

efficient environment project worth considering as model for the development 

of sustainable environmental management regimes on the African continent. 

Daneel (1996:372) notes: 

The outstanding feature of AZTREC's work is the ability of 
traditional custodians of the land to appropriate and revitalise 
Africa's aged-old religio-ecological values in a modem 
program of environmental reform. 

The failure of the colonial and postcolonial government to recognise 

and to integrate the positive elements of traditional wisdom and other socio-

cultural institutions into mainstream policy has led to the alienation of the 

traditional leadership from formal resource management decision-making. 

The outcome is that the link between grass root organisations and political 

leadership has become weak, thereby contributing to bad resource planning 

and management policies in several parts of Africa including Ghana. This 

point was strongly stressed by senior officials of the agricultural department at 
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the district and regional levels in Ghana. Recognition of and inclusion of land 

custodians, clan and village elders, youth associations as active participant in 

resource development programs in particular and development in general 

should be worked in development programs from their inception to 

implementation. It is only through active participation of local people in 

development programs that they can sustain such projects. 

As noted in chapters eight and nine, one of the major problems and 

complaints from local subsistence farmers is the activities of commercial 

farmers. Commercial farming can be of great benefit to Bulsa society; 

however, the way and manner in which commercial farming is practised or 

conducted with little or no control is damaging and destructive to both the 

environment a nd I ives of s ubsistence farmers. Local stakeholders i ncluding 

custodians, youth associations, traditional councils and district assemblies 

must be included in all decisions relating to the appropriation of land to 

commercial farmers. Commercial farmers must be made accountable when 

they abuse the land. Making them and other land users to pay high fines and 

rents that genuinely reflect the real cost of their land robbing to communities 

whose land they rob may check their damaging activities. This would also 

require putting in place strong laws and institutional mechanisms to enforce 

land use regulations. To ensure compliance or enforce land use regulations 

including both national laws and local rules and customs, there must be 

strong cooperation between national, regional and district governments and 

local authorities, including chiefs, custodians, elders and youth associations. 

Serious attempts must be made to integrate traditional wisdom and 

institutions on resource use with the modem administration at the local levels. 

It is of critical importance for agents of development to gain fuller 

insight into how Bulsa cosmovision helps to define and is part defined their 

land use practices and management regimes. Unless they understand how 

these societies conceptual, perceive, define and interpret local land use 

problems within the broad context of their cosmovision, they are poor in 

position to understand local land use and development problems in traditional 
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societies. For extension and community development workers and young 

literate to appreciate the relevance of technical skills of local farmers and their 

institutions in land use, governmental and non-governmental agencies must 

consider the study of local institutions, knowledge systems and ethics as part 

of their curricula in their training programs for their personnel. Re-education of 

government and non-governmental land use extension and other 

environmental personnel in this direction is highly recommended. In addition, 

currently the general educational system gives minimal attention to ecology 

and environmental conservation in its curriculum. The introduction of general 

ecology and environmental studies in senior secondary school and teachers 

training, and a s part of the non-formal education systems will be helpful in 

raising awareness among young literate Bulsa farmers who ambiguously tend 

to shy away from anything that has to do with the term tradition or traditional. 

Making the study of traditional institutions, knowledge systems and ethics on 

the environment as part of the school curricula and training programs of 

extension and community development workers has the potential to 

contribute meaningful to current debates on land use and environmental 

intervention programs. 

Related to education is the lack of information on environmental issues 

such as land degradation and droughts. This has created a situation where 

land degradation continues to increase without most policy makers being 

quite aware of it. The government needs to strengthen bodies and 

departments such a s National Soil and Water Conservation, Environmental 

Protection Agency, Land and Forestry, Meteorological Service, Extension 

Services Division of the Ministry of Food and Agricultural, and other 

government agencies connected with land use at the local levels as priority to 

deal with the problems of land degradation and drought. Strengthening these 

agencies and bodies is crucial in finding solutions to ecological problems 

including of the land use. 

The neglect of rural development in Northern Ghanaian has 

contributory factor to rural poverty, and this contributes to land and 
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environmental degradation in several ways. In many annual reports from the 

regional e conomic p lanning office, t he n eglect of N orthern G hana a nd I ack 

rural development has been identified as one cause of poverty and 

environmental degradation. While government and non-governmental 

agencies are making serious efforts to encourage rural development, their 

efforts will be of no avail unless they genuinely recognize the need to 

concretise rural development that takes into account local needs and their 

institutions and participation. 

The government and non-governmental agents must pursue 

conservation and social justice alongside food production. Some of the 

causes of land degradation and recurrent drought in the Bulsa District are 

attributable to government pursuit of food production without paying attention 

to conservation and land maintenance or without social justice. As 

Schumacher (1976:60) points out "humans are not the weavers of the web of 

life, they are merely a strand in it", which means that to recognise land purely 

as means of production is potentially dangerous to the ecosystem as a whole. 

There is therefore the urgency for government and non-governmental 

agencies to focus more on biological path and resource sparing technologies 

such as the use of nitrogen fixing legumes, integrated pest controls and 

organic farming as alternatives to chemical farming. Developing land use 

technologies that are less damaging and exploitative and are socially, 

economically and environmentally sustainable to local farmers and other land 

users helps to reduce dependency on fertilisers and other chemicals. Policy 

makers must look into the possibilities or revisit the issue of large-scale 

production of organic manure as a way of alleviating some of the damaging 

effects of chemical farming. This will help to ensure a more stable and 

sustainable land use management. 

While I argued that that traditional institutions and knowledge systems 

have a vital role to play in development intervention in resource management, 

I also noted they are not devoid of negative repercussions or are less efficient 

in some cases especially in the present globalises world. Some land use 
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practices such as bush fallowing originally benign under conditions of low 

population and limited contact with the wider world may no longer be possibly 

efficient with increasing population. I also pointed out that custodians of Bulsa 

culture (land and rain custodians, elders and chiefs) tend to present an ideal 

picture and exhibit nostalgia feeling regarding how perfect land use 

management regimes were in the past or used to be. Elders and custodians 

appear to suggest that they have always projected ideal values and the 

community went along with these values until the advent of external events 

including colonial and national politics, Western education and other external 

influences. However, from the many cases of conflicts between the youth and 

elders over values regarding land use, it seems to me that members of the 

community comply with values, customs and rules only as long such 

restrictions and values do not conflict with their economic interest. Currently, 

young Bulsa appear to cooperate with traditional leaders only when their 

economic interest is not under serious threat. What is happening now in Bulsa 

society where young Bulsa prefer to work and cooperate with commercial 

farmers, illegal miners or migrate than elders and custodians, seems to in a 

much marked and obvious form of conflict between values and economic 

interest. 

Despite some of these shortcomings or negative aspects of local 

institutions and practices, agents of development intervention can still can still 

distilled important lessons from members of traditional societies who have 

lived and worked with their land for many years on many ecological issues 

including land use and management. Understanding the dynamic 

interconnections and interactions between traditional institutions, knowledge 

systems and cosmovision within these societies including reasons Bulsa 

farmers continue to use techniques that appear less efficient to the formal 

extension scientist is critical to any development intervention program. Paying 

attention to and understanding local conditions including the institutional 

dynamics and cosmology of the society, helps national institutions 

international agencies, scholar and practitioners of development to think 
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deeply and critically about the complexities that development intervention 

entails, particularly how to deal with local stakeholders, cultural gaps and 

different knowledge systems. 

10.4. FUTURE INQUIRIES AND LIMITATIONS OF RESEARCH 

My study is qualitative ethnography research that provides directions 

on how the Bulsa articulate with their natural, social and spiritual environment 

through their cosmovision and importance of this articulation in their resource 

management regimes. However, there are still several unanswered 

questions. Questions on the exact extent of land degradation and other 

ecological problems, the nature of competing cosmovisions among members 

of the society, claim and counter-claim by extension worker and local farmers 

on the sustainability of certain land use practices (e.g. burning versus non-

burning, mechanical versus manual tillage) need more thorough investigation 

and quantitative data. The use of indicator species to determine soil 

suitability, capability and fertility also requires more detail quantitative data 

or further inquiries. For example, quantitative data to validate local and 

extension workers competing claims of causes and sustainability of some of 

these land use practices is useful in this direction. Local soil descriptions and 

classification require quantitative data, which is also woefully lacking. In 

addition, more information from other similar ethnic groups within the regions 

would be useful for making comparisons to find out whether what pertains 

among the Bulsa has wide application or is restricted to the group. Similarly, 

detail quantitative information on the ecological function of sacred groves 

including species and they distribution in restricted area in comparison to 

unrestricted ecozones is important for making comparisons. 

Although, admittedly much has been written about local institutions and 

cosmology in the Northern Ghana, minimal efforts have been made to relate 

these studies to resource management and conservation regimes. In general, 

ethnoecology is minimally explored in the Upper East in particular and 
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Northern Ghana in general, and with increasing ecological problems, this is a 

fertile ground for more research. 

10.5. CONCLUSIONS 

I have demonstrated that Bulsa cosmovision in which there is 

interconnection between the biophysical and social worlds, the guiding 

principle in the society's use and management of its land. I stress that the 

Bulsa may not have deliberately designed some of their socio-cultural 

institutions to regulate their land use activities or may not be necessarily 

aware of their importance in land use and other conservation regimes. 

However, there is no doubt that many aspects of their socio-cultural norms 

have much relevance to sustainable land use and conservation regimes. 

In conclusion, since Bulsa thought or cosmovision transforms and 

recreate their world, agents of development intervention are in poor position 

to understand local land use and development problems and to provide 

solutions unless they understand how these societies conceptual, perceive, 

define a nd i nterpret I ocal I and u se p roblems a nd s olutions w ithin t he w ider 

context of their cosmovision. My study is therefore aim at getting agents, 

practitioners scholars of development intervention thinking about going 

beyond looking at the interrelationships among the entities at the peripheral to 

examine their dynamics interconnections between the centre (cosmovision), 

the grid through which the Bulsa conduct their entire socio-cultural, economic 

and political lives. 
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District Main Ethnie Group Main Religion Dominant 
language 

Bulsa Bulsa Local, followed 
by Christianity 
and Islam 

Buli 

Bawku West Kusasi, Mamprusi, 
Nabdam and Mosnie 

Islam, followed 
by local and 
Christianity 

Kusal 

Bawku East Kusasi, Mamprusi, 
Busanga and Moshie 

Local, followed 
by Christianity 
and Islam 

Kusal 

Bolgatanga Gurunie, Tallensi, 
Nabdam, Frafra 

Local, followed 
by Christianity 
and Islam 

Gruni 

Kassena -
Nankani 

Kesena, Nankani, 
Bulsa 

Local, followed 
by Christianity 
and Islam 

Kasem 

Bongo Bosi, Tallensi, Nabdam 
and Frafra 

Local, 1 followed 
by Christianity 

Boni 

Table 2.1 Religion and language composition in the Upper East Region 
(Adopted from MOFA 1999). 
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Geographical 
region Area (km2) 

> fears Geographical 
region Area (km2) 1970 1984 1992 1995 2000 

Bulsa District 2,031 25.5 32.7 37.7 39.7 43.5 

Upper East 
Region 

8,843 61.4 87.4 106.5 115.7 131.6 

Ghana 283,533 36.0 51.0 62.5 69.0 79.0 

Table 2.2: Population densities (Sq Km): Bulsa district in relation to the Upper 
East and Ghana as whole (Source: Bulsa District 1999; Government of Ghana 
1984). 

District 1984 Pop. 
Census 

Rate of growth 
(1970-1984) 

Estimated 
Pop (1991) 

Proportion of 
Region's 
Pop. 

Bolagatanga 146,658 3.1 182,200 19.0 
Kasena-
Nankani 

149,680 3.0 184,657 19.4 

Bulsa 66,357 1.8 75,268 8.6 
Bawku East 163,729 2.6 196,412 21.2 
Bawku West 151,051 2.5 179,946 19.5 
Bongo 95,263 1.5 105,310 12.3 
Total 772,744 2.5 920,528 100 
Table 2.3 Estimate population and proportion of region's population (Government 
of Ghana:1984 Population Census ) 
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Positivist Constructivist Transcendentalist 
Nature of 
Reality 

Assumes that the 
world is 
materialistic, 
systematic & can 
be engineered 

Assumes that the 
world is problematic 
and can be 
discussed 

Assumes that the world 
is holistic and can be 
experienced 

Nature 
of 
knowledge 

Dualistic but no 
interaction, 
observer and 
observed are 
separate, 
independent 

Dualistic with 
interaction, observer 
and observed are 
interactively linked. 
Knowledge is socially 
constructed 

Monistic (oneness of 
subject and object in the 
universal world) and 
dualistic interaction in 
(the relative world) 

Methodology Sensory 
perceptions, 
experimental, 
testing 
Quantitative & 
systematic. 
Mainly mono-
disciplinary and 
multidisciplinar/. 
Verification in a 
community of 
objective 
spectators 

Debates resulting in 
'more informed' 
constructions, 
communication and 
negotiation, 
accommodation of 
different worldview. 
More qualitative, 
more holistic and 
systemic than the 
positivist 
More interdisciplinary 
Verification in a 
community of inter-
subjective 
interpreters 

Methods for 
consciousness 
development, meditation, 
facilitation of 
communication of 
different levels of 
consciousness and 
realities. 
Qualitative, holistic 
Trans-disciplinary, unity 
in diversity of the 
knowledge quest, 
science & spirituality 
Verification in a 
community of trans-
subjective interpreters 

Nature & 
role of 
science 

Natural sciences 
Science is the only 
source of truth and 
innovation 
Key words: 
explanation, 
control, prediction, 
solve problems 
Scientist is the 
problem solver 

Hybrid of natural & 
social sciences 
Communicative 
interaction is source 
of truth and 
innovation. 
Key words: 
Understanding, 
interpretation, 
negotiation, 
mediation, facilitation 
of individual and 
joint-learning, 
improve situations 
Scientist is active 
partner in the social 
construction of 
reality, co-learner 
and facilitator 

Hybrid of sciences and 
techniques for 
consciousness 
development 
Access to pure 
consciousness facilitates 
truth and innovation. 
Key words: direct 
experience of unity 
participatory basic 
attitudes, facilitation of 
positivist and 
constructivist-oriented-
methodologies 
Scientist is equal 
participant, co-learner, 
facilitator. 

Table 3.1 Characterisation of the positivist, constructivist and transcendentalist 
paradigms (Source: Van Eijk 1999:39). 
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Positivist Constructivist Transcendentalist 
Type of 
rationality 

Values and norms 
are beyond rational 
discussion 
Focus on best 
technical means 

Values and norms 
are source of rational 
discussion, facts-
value dualism 
suspended, but 
remains problematic 
Goal and objective 
questioned 

Experiential spirituality 
facilitate the cultivation of 
social science and 
environmentally-friendly 
values and norms (basic 
attitudes 
Experiential spirituality 
guides the application of 
knowledge ands skills 

Role of 
extension 

Transfer of 
technology, 
teaching transfer of 
data and 
information 

Facilitation of 
participatory learning 
processes, sharing, 
interpretation of 
information of data 
and information 

Integrate human 
development, 
transformation of 
attitudes 

Spirituality Not relevant or 
only recognised as 
transcendent or 
vertical spirituality 
which is separated 
from science 

Indigenous 
knowledge, 
spirituality as 
component of 
worldview that can be 
discussed and used 
to enhance 
empowerment of 
farmers, spirituality 
as an intellectual 
concept 

Spirituality as the 
process in which one 
systematically trains 
sensitivity to gain regular 
access to transcendental 
consciousness. 
Ecological spirituality as 
a direct experience of 
solidarity with nature, an 
inner experience of 
belonging to a larger 
whole 

Table 3.1 Continuation: Table 3.1 Characterisation of the positivist, constructivist 
and transcendentalist paradigms (Source: Van Eijk 1999:39) 
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Bulsa (Buli) Term The English Fortes's Terms 
equivalent used 

Dok-dem family1 family 
N'mabiik kin kin 
Kwobiik Descent group Descent group 
Kwobiik diasa clan Clan 
Kwobiik niama lineage Lineage 
Peelim kwobiik 'Outside' distant Maximal or major 
niama lineages lineages 
Dok-po kwobiik 'Inside' close lineage Medial, inner or 
niama nuclear lineage 
Yen Compound/house or Effective minimal 

residential group or lineage 
extended family 

Dabiak or Dok-po Courtyard, household, minimal lineage 
dok-dem nuclear family or unit of 

production 
Table 5.1 Table showing the relationship between the kinship terms used by 
Fortes (1945), and used by Bulsa to describe different levels of relationships 
within their social organisation (Fieldwork 1999). 

1 Depending on context and user, the same term could mean household or 
courtyard, a whole patri lineage, clan or village. 
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Name of NGO and 
location 

Functions 

Sandema Agricultural 
and Rural Integrated 
Programme (SARIP)2 

under the 
Presbyterian Church 

1. To provide support services to farmers on Soil and 
water conservation 

2. Encourage the use animal traction 
3. .Encourage community participation in sustainable 

farming and environmental management 
4. literacy programs and training to farmers 
5. To introduce new and appropriate technologies and 
6. Encourage the use of local inputs such as manure 

Vuum Tree Planting . 
An indigenous NGO 
based in Sandema with 
branches Wiaga, 
Kaadema, Wiasi, 
kanjarga, Siniensi, 
doninga and 
Chuchuliga. 

1 To educate and encourage tree planting in order to 
arrest land degradation in the area 
2 To encourage Soil and Water conservation through 
tree planting and education 

Kalijisa Cooperative 
Society. 
It is an indigenous 
NGO based in 
Sandema-Kalijisa with 
no branches. 

1. Training the youth of the community in iron working 
2. Embark on literacy education for the community 
3. Educate members on family planning. Sanitation and 

afforestation 

Wiaga Agricultural 
Project. 
It is under the Catholic 
church and is based in 
Wiaga with Projects in 
Sandema, Kaadema, 
Fumbesi and 
Chuchuliga. 

1. To give support service and training to farmers. 
2. Encourage dry season farming through small-scale 

irrigation 
3. To train and educate farmers on relevant issues 

such as soil improvement and conservation, tree 
planting, erosion controls and compost making. 

Table 5.2 Major NGOs operating in the Bulsa District. All the NGOs have 
resource use and environmental issues are part of their priorities (Fieldwork 
1999) 

2 Based in Sandema, but its operations cover s the entire Bulsa district. It has fifty-eight men's 
groups and thirty-one women's groups with average membership of fifteen people per group. 
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English Hausa Tw¡ Bulsa Alternative Methods 

Monday Tani dai Dwoáada Tuima-peeligka-dai (beginning 

day of the working week) 

Tuesday Talata dai Ñbeánada Tuima-daaga-ye dai (second 

day of the working week 

Wednesday Lariba dai Wukuáada Tuima-daaga-ta dai (Third day 

of the working week) 

Thursday Lamisi dai Yaáwoada Tuima-daaga-naasi-dai (fourth 

da of the working week) 

Friday Zuma dai Efiáada Tuima daaga-nu-dai (Fifth day 

of the working week) 

Saturday Sibi dai Meámeneda Vusum-dai (day of rest) 

Sunday Laadi dai Kwasiáada Wen-dok-dai (day of God's 

room) 

Table 7.1 Days of the week from adapted Hausa and Twi. With the Western 
calendar, the Bulsa use numerical labels or the activity associated with each day 
of the week. The first five days are called tuima dai, literally meaning days of 
work (Fieldwork 1999). 
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Buli Alternative Description Buli-Pigeon English 
Ben Paali chiik (new year's 
moon) orlst moon of the 
Western world 

Ngoota-chiik (moon of 
cold or hamattan winds 

Jagnuri-chiik January 

Gumgum Fuk chiik 
(flowering of the kapok tree 
moon) or 2 t h moon of the 
Western world. 

Dogta-chiik (moon of 
doctors or hospital) 

Faburi-chiik February 

Wulum chiik (sweat or heat 
moon) or 3 t h moon of the 
Western world 

Kantuençf-chiik (moon of 
sunshine and heat) 

Maachi-chiik March 

Vaala naka chiik 
(preparation and clearing of 
farmlands moon) or 4 t h of 
the Western world 

Sambula-chiik (moon of 
the flowering of dawadawa 
fruits) 

Aporal-chiik April 

Borik chiik (sowing moon) 
5 t h moon of the Western 
world 

Chaama-chiik (moon for 
the flowering of the 
sheanut tree) 

Mai-chiik May 

Puurik chiik (first weeding 
moon) or 6 t h moon of the 
Western world 

kpari chiik (moon for 
weeding), 

Juuni-chiik June 

Wutulik chiik (second 
weeding moon) or 7 moon 
of the Western world 

Naara-chiik (early millet 
moon) 

Julia-chiik July 

chaung chiik (moon of last 
weeding) or 8 t h moon of 
the Western world 

Za-paalaor bogta-chiik 
(moon for the sacrifice of 
new millet ie the early 
millet) 

Wagas/-chiik August 

Kpiak (moon after the last 
weeding), or 9 t h moon of 
the Western world 

Sunkpata-chiik (moon of 
groundnuts) 

Satimba-chiik September 

Cheka chiik (harvest moon) 
or or 10 th moon of the 
Western world 

Kpiag-chiik (moon when 
grass begin to gradual turn 
brown 

Atoaba-chiik October 

Za cheka chiik (moon of the 
harvest of the late millet) or 
11* moon of the Western 
world. 

Kafaligu or piilinka-chiik 
(moon of harmattan winds) 

Navimba-
chiik 

November 

Burinya chiik (Christmas 
moon) or 12*1 moon of the 
Western world 

Fanoi-chiik (moon of food) Disimba-chiik December 

Table 7.2 Bulsa lunar calendar. Older Bulsa still refer to the months by the Buli 
names, but most Bulsa are quite familiar with names of the months the in English 
(Fieldwork 1999). 

3 Kantueng is also metaphoric used to imply hunger, the time most farmers are running out of 
food. 
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Bull Term 
or name 

Scientific 
equivalent4 

Farmers description Indicator 
species 

Agricultural 
uses 

Zingi teng 
or tan-
zagsuk 

Leptosols or latente 
soils 

Reddish in colour and 
gravelly. Poor 
moisture retention 
capacity 

Aristida 
kerstingi. 

Finger millet, 
beans, 
bambara 
beans and 
groundnuts 

Yak-teng or 
dak-teng 

Vertisols/Plinthosols 
or Clay soils 

Clay soils, light brown 
or red. Poorly drained 
soils 

Andropoga 
gayanus& 
prima grass 

Late millet 
and guinea 
com 

Viak teng Vertisols or Loamy 
soils 

Brown to dark-grey or 
black heavy soils with 
high proportion of clay 
beneath. Found along 
valley bottoms. 

Vetiveria 
fulvibarbis 

Rice, 
peppers, 
sweet potato 
and guinea 
com 

Taung-
pielung 

Luvisols-Lixisols or 
loamy Soils or 

Grey or dark and found 
on lower slope (fat or 
pregnant soils) 

Acacia 
seyal 

Millet, guinea 
com, 
groundnut 
and late millet 

Taung-
Busung 

Fluvisols or Sandy High proportion of sand 
to loamy 

Cyperus 
dilatatus 

Groundnuts 

Table 7.3 Soil types (fieldwork 1999) 

4 Scientific soil types are those used by Asiamah (1992) Adu (1972 and 1969) 
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No. of acres No of % of households 
cultivated households 

0-10 96 58.2 
11-20 49 29.7 
21-30 9 5.5 
31-40 6 3.6 
41-50 3 1.8 
51-60 2 1.2 
Total 165 100 

Table 8.1 Size of farming holdings in the Bulsa (acreages) (Source MOFA 
1999:38). 

Crop No. of 
acres 

cultivated 

% Total 
household 

% Average 
Acreage per 
household 

Millet 587 32 150 90.9 4 

Groundnuts 414 22 113 68.4 4 

Sorghum 362 19 108 65.5 3 

Rice 265 14 96 58.2 3 

Maize/Com 164 9 70 42.4 3 

Beans/cowpea 63 3 19 11.5 3 

Yam/Sweet potato 6 1 3 1.8 2 

J Total 1,861 100.0 - -
• 

Table 8.2 Relative importance of crops cultivated by acreage (Source:, Bulsa 
District Agricultural department 1999) 
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Common name Botanical name Local (Buli) 

Early millet Pennisetum typhoïdes, var. Naara 
Peal millet Pennisetum glaucum Zaa peela 
Sorghum Sorghum bicolor (variety) Zamonta 
Guinea com Sorghum bicolor (vulgare) 

variety 
Mankarik 

Maize Zea mays Choalibenna 
Rice Oryza sativa Mua/Muuma 
Groundnut Arachis hypogaea Sumkpaam 

Common beans Phaseolus vulgaris Tue 

Bambara beans Vignea subterranea Suuma 
Cow pea Vigna spp. Felik - tue 
Sweet potato Ipomoea batatas Nambanura 
Yam Dioscorta Spp. Nyua 
Cassava Manihot Banchimik 
Pumpkin Curcubita pepo Peri 
Calabash Lagenaria vulgaris Chin 
Neri (Melon) Cucumis melo Bura 
Okra Hisbiscus esculentus maana 

Table 8.3. List of common crops and vegetable grown by most households. A 
wide range of vegetable are also either deliberated cultivated or harvest from 
the wild. 
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Crop mixture or 
combination 

Soil Fertility Maintenance Type of Farm/field 

Early millet 
Late millet 
Sorghum 
Guinea com 
Ground crops* 

Annually application of organic manure Compound field or 
farms 

Early millet 
Late millet 
Guinea com 
Ground crops* 

Application of manure Compound fields 

Late millet 
Sorghum 
Early millet* 

Application of manure Compound fields 

Late millet 
Sorghum 
Ground crops * 

Field Rotation between these crops and 
groundnuts: No application of fertiliser or 
manure 

Bush field 

Guinea com 
Sorghum 
beads 

Field Rotation & Bush fallows (no manure or 
fertiliser application 

Bush fields 

Guinea com 
Late millet 
Beans 

Field Rotation & Bush fallows (no manure or 
fertiliser application 

Bush fields 

Rice Lowland & valleys 
Application of fertilisers on old plots 

Both bush and within 
settlement but not 
compound 

Maize Field Rotation and fallows. Fertilisers 
applied on bush fields and manure on 
compound farms 

Both bush and 
compound 

Late millet and 
Groundnut 
Ground crops* 

Land rotation. No application of manure and 
fertilisers 

Bush farms and 
compound farms 

Groundnuts and 
bambara beans 

Land Rotation. No application manure or 
fertiliser 

Bush & compound 
fields 

Bambara beans Land Rotation. No application manure or 
fertiliser 

Bush & compound 
fields 

Peppers 
Tomatoes 
Garden eggs 

Land Rotation: Manure applied Compound and bush 
fields 

Sweet potatoes 
yam 

Land Rotation: Manure applied Compound 

Table 8.4. Summary of crops combination and selective use of manure and 
fertilisers. Ground crops include wide range of assorted vegetables, okro, neri, 
(water melon), beans and other legumes (Fieldwork 1999). 
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ACTIVITY GENDER CHILDREN 

Men Women Boys Girls 
Look for new fields men Women assist — 
Land preparation or 
Clearing for planting 

men Women 
Assist 

Boys & girls assist 

Sowing Men women Boys and girls assist 
Pre-sow weeding men Women assist Boys Assist 
Raising of mounds Only men — 
First weeding/hoeing Men Women Boys assist 
Second 
weeding/hoeing 

Men Women 
participate 

Boys Assist 

Third weeding/hoeing Only men — — 
Uprooting of weeds Men Women Boys Assist 
Thinning/pruning Men Women — 
Harvesting Men Women Boys and girls assist 
Seed selection Men Women — 
Transportation Men assist Women Boys and girls assist 
Processing Men assist Women Boys and girls assist 
Marketing Men Assist Women — 
Storage Men Women 
Cows and donkeys Men Assist Free range in the dry season 

but herded by both boys and 
girls in the rainy season 

Goat and sheep Men assist Women assist Boys and girls 
Pigs Men — Boys and girls assist 
Rabbits Men Women Young boys 
Herding — — Young boys and girls 
Milking Men — Young boys 
Hunting Men — Young boys assist 
Gathering of Nuts 
and firewood 

Occasionally 
assist 

Women Young girls assist 

Collecting of Water Occasionally 
assist 

Women Young girls assist 

Cooking — Women Young girls assist 
Child Care Men assist Women 
Construction of 
Compounds 

Men (bulk of the 
physical 
construction 

Women do 
the finishing 
and 
decoration 

Children assist with minor 
tasks 

Finances Men Women — 
Sale of products Men assist Women — 

Table 8.5 Gender analysis of farming, land use and other domestic activities. 
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Field Type Crop Time of sowing No of 
weeding 

after 
sowing 

Time of 
Harvest 

Compound 
Fieldds 

Early millet 
Guinea com 
Sorghum 
Beans (mixed crop) 
Vegetables 
Early groundnuts 
Rice 
^ a m and Potatoes 

Early to mid May 
d( 

Late May to early June 
E a r i y j o j a t e ^ a y ^ ^ ^ 

July 
November 
— d o 

October 
variable 
August 
October 
October 

Bush 
Fields 

Late millet 
Guinea com 
Sorghum 
Maize 
Rice 
Ground nuts 
Bambara beans 
Beans (single crop) 
Sweet potato 
Cow pea  

Early to mid June 
do— 

2 times 

-do— 
-do— 
- d o -

Late May to early July 
d( 

once 

do 
June to July 
June 

November 
—do 
—do 
September 

October 
Sept/Oct. 
October 
October 

November 
October 

Table 8.6 Crops circle: Periods of sowing and harvesting of various crops. Bush fields 
are usually sown last and required two weeding instead of the three as applied to 
compound fields. 

5 With most root crops, there is no weeding after planting, except uprooting of weeds on regular 
basis. 
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Characteristic Traditional Agriculture Modern Agriculture 

Landholding Small (less than 1-4 ha) Large (10-100 or more) 

Type of tool 
Simple locally made tools (e.g. 
hoe, axe, machetes, digging 
sticks and use of fire) 

Complex tools (tractors, threshers, 
combine harvesters, bullock 
ploughs and use of fire) 

Cropping system Mixed cropping Monocropping 
Farming system Mixed farming and cropping 

systems 
Close to mono-farming and 
cropping system 

Labour type 
Labour intensive (manual 
human energy and sometimes 
animal power) 

Capital intensive (mechanical, 
petroleum fuels and electric 
energy) 

Soil fertility 
maintenance 

Fallows, crop rotation and 
organic manure Chemical fertiliser 

Weed control Manual and cultural (weeding 
and use of ground crops 

Mechanical and chemical including 
the use of herbicides and 
pesticides 

Crop management Manual Mechanical and chemical (Growth 
regulators and control of flowering) 

Harvesting 
Manual and simple tools (axe, 
knives and cutlasses) and 
communal unwaged labour 

Mechanical and complex 
equipment such as harvester, and 
waged labour 

Pest and disease 
control Physical and cultural controls 

Mechanical and chemical including 
insecticides, pesticides 
nematocides fungicides and 
rodenticides 

Post harvest 
management Simple (sun-drying) Mechanical forced-air artificial 

drying methods 
Cardinal aim of 
Producer 

Towards consumption of the 
domestic unit For sale to make profits 

Table 8.7 Key d ifferences between traditional and modem farming systems in 
terms of inputs of technologies used in each case. 
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Vegetation 

Destruction of vegetal cover and loss of life supper 
elements (e.g. food, medicinal herbs, building and 
construction materials and fuel wood) 

Animals 
Loss of habitat and forage for fauna, which adversely 
affects biodiversity and game population. 

Hydrology 

Break in the water cycle and changes in the pattern of 
rainfall. 
Bush fires or burning contribution to the reduction in 
underwater levels (e.g. drying up of springs, stream and 
well) and causes rapid evaporation of soil moisture. 

Climate 

Increase carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, general 
environmental temperature and speed of winds (e.g. at 
low attitudes) due to the absence of wind break effects of 
vegetation covers and trees 

Soils 

Destruction of soil organism by the fires and the high soil 
temperatures associated with burning and burnt fields. 
Destruction of soil structures and the lowering of water 
holding capacity of soil. 
Helps to speed up erosion of top soils by wind and water 
Facilitate s sheet flooding during heavy rains. 

People 

Accidental destruction of farms, fami huts and other 
dwelling places. 
Destruction of land resource base of communities, 
thereby forcing people to migrate. 

Table 9.1 Adverse consequences of bushfires in the Bulsa District (Adapted from 
Presbyterian Agricultural Station Annual Report 1998; MOFA Annual Report 
1999) 
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Source of soil 
samples 

Description of 
vegetation 

District Depth of 
soil in 

centimetre 

Organic 
matter 

% 
Sacred grove at 
Chogo (no use of fire) 

Luxuriant green 
vegetation & 
vigorous trees 

Tamale 0 - 2 5 7.1 

Annually burnt field Crippled 
vegetation and 
trees 

Tamale 0 - 1 0 1.8 

Compound Farm at 
Vea (crop residue not 
burnt and organic 
mature applied) 

Good and health 
stands of crops 

Bolgatanga 0 - 1 0 2.1 

Compound farm at 
Natinga (crop residue 
burnt but organic 
manure applied 

Good stand of 
early millet 

Bawku 0 - 1 0 1.2 

Compound farm at 
Natinga (crop residue 
burnt and no manure 
applied 

Poor stand of 
early millet 

Bawku 0 - 1 0 0.5 

Compound farm at 
Natinga (crop residue 
burnt and no manure 
applied 

Early millet failed Bawku 0 - 1 0 0.3 

Table 9.2 Analysis of the effect of burning on the organic matter content of soils: 
Analysis done by the Nyapkapala Soil Test laboratory ( Korem 1979:25) 
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Figure 2.1: A map showing District Assembly Areas in the Upper East Region. 
Source: Adopted from Town and Country Department, 
Government of Ghana, 1999 
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Figure 2.2: A map of major ethnic groups in the Upper East Region. 
Source: adapted from Manoukin, 1952 in Gabrilopoulos, 1995 
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Figure 2.3: Map of Bulsa District showing major settlements 
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-Rain-fed Agriculture 

(millet, sorghum, guinea com, groundnuts, maize, beans, rice 
Vegetable, tomatoes, cowpea, cotton) 

^Livestock 
Cattle, sheep, goat, donkeys, pigs, rabbits and birds 

> Use of Forest resource 
(Timber and grass for shelter, gathering and collecting of nuts 
and herbs, firewood and hunting) 

* Irrigation and dry season gardening 

(rice, tomatoes, vegetables, maize and groundnuts) 

* Commercial activities 

Petty trading, food and drink bars 

* Part-time specialists 

(Potters, smiths weavers, soothsayer, healers and herbalists) 

Figure 2.4 Livelihood Options in Bulsa District. 
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Figure 5.1: Conceptual Framework of Bulsa Social Organisation 
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Figure 5.2: Conceptual Framework of Bulsa Social Structure. 
Clans A, B & C are patricians (trace their origin to a common 
ancestor, the founder of village). Members of these clans relate to each other 
as Kwobiisa or kwoba-kwobiisa (father's children). Maximal lineages (MLn) 
U, V, W relate to each other as dok-pok kwobiisa (inside room-father's children) 
because they trace their origin to a common ancestor (founder clan A). 
However members U, V, & W relate to those X, Y& Z as peelim-kwobiisa 
(outside-father's children). Lineage Ul, U2 & U3 as dok-kwobiik niima (tracing 
their origin to a common ancestor, the founder of MLn. U) While theey relate to 
members in lineages W1-W3 and Z1-Z3 as peelim-kwobiik diasa. Members of 
1A & 2A used the same term dok-pok kwobiisa to describe the relationship 
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Figure 5.3 A diagram of Bulsa Compound (yeri) 
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Nawen "God' 

I 
Gods of the 

forest and wild 
spirits (eg 
chichiriisa, 

hunting gods) 

Tangbana/tengsa 
Ancestral gods 

Gods of rain, 
<—H lightening & 

thunder, & iron 

Kpilima/kwoba-wenna 
"ancestoral god 

Personal/prívate gods (e.g. 
destiny, medicine, divination 

gods) 

Personal/prívate gods (e.g. 
destiny, medicine, divination 

gods) 

Figure 5.4 Schematic representation of the hierarchy of Bulsa gods 
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í A I 
< > 
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Clan/village Elders 

Compound Heads 

Custodians 

Rain-makers 

Wsr leaders 

Linguists 

Ritual Specialists 

Paramount chief 

Ï 
Divisional chiefe 

I 
Sub-chiefs 

Village and dan 

Youth leaders 

(a corrupted Ha usa 
term for Woman Leaders) 

Figure 5.5 Schematic diagram of Bulsa traditional political structure 
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Figure 5.6: Schematic Hierarchical Representation of Bulsa Traditional/Local 
Political Structure 
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Figure 7.1 Eroded pits left over after the excavation of latérite by road 
contractors. The age of the pit is unknown but elders of area date it back to 
twenty-thirty years. There are many of these pits dotted along all major trunk 
roads in the Upper East Region. 
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Crop 
Cultivation 

Others: 
Gathering, 
Collecting, 
Hunting, 
Fishing 

Settlement 
Infrastructure 

Forestry 
Fueh/vood 

Mining 
Quarrying 

Socio-Cultural 
Aesthetics 
Medicines/ 

Herbs 

Figure 8.1: Land use categories or classes. (Adapted from the Department of 
Geography and Resources Development, Legon 1992) 
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INNER C O M P O U N D FIELD 
(YERI-KADUKSA) 

COMPOUND FARMS 
(YERI-TALINTA) 

NEAR BUSH FARMS 
(GOI TALINTA) A 

BIG BUSH FARMS 
(GOI-KPEI TALINTA) 

C O M P O U N D S 
(YERI) 

F A R M HUTS 
(GOI VIUK) 

Figure 8.2: A schematic representation of types of fields 
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Figure 8.4: Land use and cover, 1979 (Source: Department of Geography and 
Resources Development, 1992:122) 
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Figure 8.6 A compound farm with a house showing slightly to the centre left. The 
area closer to the compound is a mixed farm with early millet, and sorghum. The 
patchy area (less green) is a groundnut farm. Note that the farmers have spared 
a number of trees on these fields to provide shade for them and to serve as 
windbreaks Farmers also believe most of the big trees possess strong spirits, 
which protect their farms. 
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\ 

f ' . . . • > 

Pure 
Livestock, 
Ruminants, 

Poultry 

Mixed 
Farming 

(combination 
of crops & 
livestock) 

Comp. farming 
& irrigation, 

Practice: 
crop rotation 

Bush Farming 
Practice: land 

& crop rotation 

Figure 8.7: A conceptual representation of the major farming systems 
practice in the Bulsa District (Adapted from Deepartment of 
Geography and Resources Development 1992:69) 



Figure 8.8: Map of farming systems (Source: Benneh 1973:6) 
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Figure 8.10 Women doing the first weeding on the household groundnut field. 
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Figure 8.11: Annual Cycle of Agricultural and non Agricultural Activities 
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Figure 8.12. Goats browsing acacia and other thorny trees, which are favourite 
species for most livestock. 

Figure 8.13. A woman on top of the rooftop beating a calabash to drive away 
the birds, which are nuisance during the flowering of the early millet on 
compound fields. 
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Figure 8.15. An abandoned rice field in the Wiasi valley. There are many 
hectares of land left in this poor state (degraded) in the Fumbesi-Wiasi-
Gbedembilisi valley caused by commercial farming activities. 

Figure 8.16 Waged workers applying chemical fertiliser on a commercial maize 
farm. Note that the ploughed area (compared with figure 8.5) is cleared of almost 
all the trees and shrubs to make way for the use of heavy equipment such as 
tractors. 
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Figure 8.17. Tree planting, especially fruit trees such as the mangoes trees in the 
background, is gradually becoming popular among traditional young Bulsa 
farmers. 

Figure 8.18. A sacred grove with a groundnut filled around it. People never farm 
inside or burn these groves because they believe that these are the abode of the 
land gods. These groves are dotted over many farmlands in the Bulsa District 
and serve as windbreak and for providing microclimatic conditions. 
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Figure 8.19. The Premier land custodian Abili-yeri in Sandema pouring libation of 
pito to the earth god (Bag-siuk) during the official opening of the Feok festival. 
Behind is the Bag-siuk grove, one of the most revered sacred groves and the 
abode of the most important earth god of the area 



Figure 9.1 Communal dam construction in Sandema 

Figure 9.2 A bush farm after harvesting and having been set on on fire. The 
annual bush fires have devastated few of the trees on the background, 
the crops against 'evil eyes'. 
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Figure 9.3 A recent latérite exaction pit along the Sandema-Chuchuliga road. 
Noted the huge baobab trees with roots exposed on the background. 

Figure 9.4. A recent (1999) extensive latérite excavation pit (three-four meters 
deep and about a hectare square) along the Chuchul iga-Sandema road. Note 
that these pits have become fertile breeding grounds for mosquitoes during the 
rainy season. 
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INCREASING POPULATION & DENSITIES 

r 

INCREASING PRESUURE ON LAND & ENVIRONMENT 

LAND & ENVIRONMENTAL 
DEGRADATION 

Soil erosion Droughts & 
famine 

Loss of 
water, & 

Decline in land quality & soil fertility 
Decrease agricultural productivity 
Poor nutrition resulting from shortage of food supply 
Out-migration to urban centres . 
Conflicts (social, economic & political J 

I Nr. 
Figure 9.5. Conceptual relationships between increasing population, 
land degradation and quality of life. 



Figure 9.6. Women returning from the bush with firewood. These women spent 
seven to eight hours to look for the wood. 

market centre to sell to pito brewers 
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Figure 10.1. Bulsa institutions and knowledge systems draw from a 
common reservoir. At the centre Is the cosmovision (systems of thought 
and worldview) the grid through which the Bulsa conduct their lives. 
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GROSSARY 

Buli English Further explanation 
Asam-ngiak, The earth god or 

shrine of Asam. 
Also means the ruins of Asam, 
the founder of Sandema. 

Asibiti-felik Health inspector or 
person in-charge of 
health affairs or a 
hospital. 

Commonly used for hospital 
staff 

Baanoaba pl., 
baanoa. 

Diviners, 
soothsayers or 
sorcerers 

Same term used for sorcerers 

Bakwai, An Hausa word for 
seven,. 

Bulsa use the term to mean a 
week 

Bali The next dry or wet 
season. 

Next year 

Bein Year From a dry season to a wet 
season 

Biik, Child Also used for youthfulness 
Bimbasa-nalima pl., 
bim-baasa nab 

Children's' chief or 
Youth chief 

Used interchangeably with ning-
deroa (leader) for presidents of 
youth association 

Bimbein Cyperus dilatatus -
Borik-chiik Sowing moon Month of sowing 
Bruni-waawo, 
corrupted Twi 
(Asnate language ) 

White person's 
death 

Second hand imported clothing 
from America and Europe 

Bulsa-chiik Bulsa moon Bulsa month 
Chichirisa Dwarfs or wild 

spirits 
-

Chibiisa Pleiades Literately means the hen and 
chickens) 

Chii-bulik Young moon for the first thin crescent of the 
waxing moon, 

Chii-kauk Half moon The fifteenth of the new moon 
Chii-kum The death of the 

moon 
Towards the end of the moon 

Chii-paalik New moon First week of the appearance of 
the moon 

Chii-pomik Full moon 
Chiisa, pl., chiik, The Spirit or soul It also means the moon 
Choabiisa or 
chiokbiis pl., Chiobiik 

Blacksmiths or iron 
workers 

Children of iron 

Choak-boglugta pl., 
chiok-bogluk 

Gods of iron or 
blacksmiths 

Common used to refer to the 
anvil 
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Daam-dem or ngiak 
dem a gaam jinla-
dem' 

Yesterday's people 
are better ttoday. 

The older generation was better 
than the young or present 
generation. 

Dangta Physical Dirt or 
social pollution 

-

Dilapo, meaning Former times Also see ngiak 
Diim Last year or the last 

dry or wet season. 
-

Dobroaba Heavy person or 
wealthy person 

See nganta-nyam 

Dogta-chiik ( Doctor's moon -
Dok Room A unit within the yeri that houses 

the individual 
Dok-dem Room people or 

members) 
The Bulsa use the term 
metaphorically in different 
contexts to describe various 
scales of kinship ties. 

Dok-po dok- dem,. 'Inside room people' The dok-po dok dem is the unit 
of Production and consumption 

Felik Westerner or white 
or white person 

Also for educated Ghanaians 

Felik bein White people's year -
Felik-chiik White people's 

moon 
-

Felik-pagrem, Authority or of 
government 
representatives 

Also used for the authority of 
chiefs 

felik-teng The land of the 
white people 

-

Felik-yam or peelim-
yam, 

Western knowledge Also knowledge from formal 
education 

Feok Bulsa harvest 
festival 

Also use to describe period of 
food abundance 

Feok-chiik, The moon for the 
performance of the 
Feok festival. 

Gbang-nyono or 
gbang-sebroa 

Owner or knower of 
Books 

A term use for an educated 
person or scholar 

gbang kan veilimu 'Book no lie' The written word Is always the 
truth 

gbeirik To joke' Friend or partner in play or 
recreation relation' 

Goi or goai Bush, unsettle or 
wild 

Area outside the limits of the 
village settlement. 

Goai-nab Chief of the Bush or 
hunting 

Sometimes used for the tugurik-
nab 
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Guuta-talinta Farms around the 
ancestral compound 
or ruins 

Guuta means ruins and talinta , 
farms 

Jakpak Old age or elders -
Jakpak-yam, Wisdom Old age or elders knowledge 
Jindem, Modem, 

nowadays, present 
or today 

See ngiak 

Jinla zamisika, Lessons of today or 
at school 

-

Junoai evening -
Kanbong-nalima pl., 
kanbong-nab,. 

Sub-chief or 
sectional-chief but 
also means war 
chief 

Literally means Asante chief 

Kantueng or 
wentueng 

Afternoon but also 
use for hunger 
season 

Also used for sunny 

Karichi, (corrupted 
Twi word, krakye) 

Literate person or 
scholar, 

see 

Ka mi aie soa teng-ka 
de 

1 own this piece of 
land, 

It actually means '1 have 
traditional legal user rights to 
that piece of land 

Kisuk Taboo Forbidden to do or eat 
something or act in manners 
that is not acceptable 

Kpari-tiim Farming medicine 
or Juju 

Kpilima Ancestor ancestral 
gods and shrines 

Kpilima is derived from the word 
kpilung means the underworld 
or world of the ancestors or 
gods 

Kpilima boglukta Ancestral shrines or 
gods 

See kpilung-teng 

Kpilung-teng The land of the 
ancestors 

But also refers to the or spiritual 
world 

Kpingkpa-nyiiga (Vetiveria nigritana 
or Vetiveria 
fulvibarbis) 

Kwoorko Father or an elder Kwoaba used sometimes for the 
ancestors 

Kwobiisa •Father's child' Term used to describe the 
patrilineal relationships between 
compounds' segments. 
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Kwobiisa diasa Male or distant Use to describe remote or distant 
kinship ties between segments of 
a clan or village 

Kwobii-kpiengsa or 
niima 

Old or female or 
close 

Term used to describe close 
kinships ties within a lineage 

Lam-poo Probably from the 
land poll tax, now 
means any form of 
tax 

Bulsa use it to mean the yearly tax 
every adult pays to the district 
administration through the village 
chief and the kanbong-nab. 

Naam Chieftaincy 
Nawen Chief god, or high 

god 
Also see wen 

N'dok-dema, My room members 
family 

All members with his courtyards or 
compound, lineage or clan of the 
user of the term 

Nganta-nyam pl., 
nganta-nyono 

The plutocrat or 
wealthy/rich people 

Most of these people became 
chiefs with establishment of 
chieftaincy in Bulsa 

Ngiak Past, old, ancient, 
or ancestral 
practices 

ancestral practice and traditions 

Ngiak-guuta Ancestral ruins Former or past settlements of the 
founders of a family, lineage, clan 
and village 

Nngiak-naam, Traditional 
chieftaincy 

Gives a religious dimension to the 
chieftaincy institute in Bulsa 

Ngiak-tiirim, The gift or property 
of the ancestors 

-

Ngiak-tuima pl., 
nglak-tuini 

Ancestral 
profession or work 

Traditional profession or 
occupation of one's ancestors 

Ngiak-yam Traditional 
knowledge 

The teachings a nd 1 essons of the 
elders and ancestors 

Ngmaruk Rains The term is also evoke in swearing 
to proclaim one's innocence 

Ngmoruk or wen-
nyagsik 

lightning The light or fire of the sky god 

Nur-soblik felik Black white person 
or foreign Bulsa 

Also used for government officials 
and Bulsa elites 

Nyina-nyono owner of teeth, Used for dogs, lions, leopards and 
hyenas 

N'mabiik,or mabiik see mabiik See mabbiik 
Ma-biik Mother's child. Maternal relatives or people of the 

same ethnic group 
Mimenta earthworms -
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Mi aie yeni-nyono. 1 am the head or 
custodian of the 
house or compound 

Mung-sobluk Acacia seyal -
Pa-diak tulung Aristida kerstingì, -
Pak or ngminsa Andropoga gayanus -
Peelim kwobiik niima Outside room 

members 
To describe people immediate out 
side the compound 

Poosuk, Rotten soil. 
Puusa pi, puusi Greetings To perform a greeting ceremonies 
Saliuk Morning -
Sebi, To know See yam 
Sei An exclamation of 

surprise (what!) 
-

Segi, Personal destiny 
shrine. 

-

Siik Anogeissus 
leiocarpus 

-

Soalim piak Kertsin's 
groundnuts. 

-

Soaroa, taaroa or 
nyono 

User rights Holder, bearer, proprietor, master, 
lord, leader, custodian and 
representative. 

Sukuri-felik Education officer or 
inspector 

-

Ta orsoa To own, to possess, 
to claim ownership 
or to hold 

Taaruk tengat Soils with laterite 
sheet beneath 

-

Taingbana pl., 
tangbai 

The earth gods and 
earth shrines 

Gbai mean also means skin 

Tanpoi every 
compound in Bulsa 
has a 

Rubbish or garbage 
damp 

Maiden few meter away from the 
gate of the compound where 
members dump their waste 

Taung-kuuk. Spot of the earth -
Taung-pielung Loamy soils -
Ta yeri dem Our house people 

or members 
Ven as a social metaphor to 
describe Bulsa kinship ties and 
relations the family, lineage or clan 
depending on the user 

Teng-jiglik, Sticky, hard or 
difficult soil to work 
or cultivate 

Teng-moanung,. The land of wild bad 
spiritual land 

literally means red world 
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Teng-nalung Good spiritual land Also means nice or good under
world 

Teng-nyam pl., teng-
nyono, 

Landowner or 
custodian 

Used interchangeable with kpaga 
or kpagi (heads, headmen or 
leader, elders or senior members 
of the various clans or lineages) 

Teng-zuk On earth Teng means earth and zuk head 
or up, translated literally the term 
means on the head of the earth 

Tiim Magic or medicine Also use for western medicine 
(see felik-tiim). 

Tiim-biok, Antisocial medicine 
or bad magic 

Medice Bulsa use for antisocial 
purpose 

Tiim-nalung, Good medicine As opposite to antisocial medicine 

Tiim-nyam pl., tiim-
nyono 

Medicine 
consultants or 
owners of 

It includes healers and sorcerers 

Tuentueta wen Saliva god or 
destiny shrine 

After the death of the individual, 
his tuentueta-wen 

Tugurik-bogluk, 
shrine or 

War god or shrine Turiguk means war 

Tugurik-nab, nalima 
Pi 

War leader or chief Tugurik means war and nab, chief 

Vaala-chiik The moon for 
clearing the fields 

-

Vayam soaka Ritual cleansing 
bath or purification 

Perform to pacify the earth and 
cleanse a person. 

Venta-nyono Liar or /owner of 
lies. 

-

Viak Valley or 
lowland/plains 

-

Wen or won God or the sky Also for destiny. 
Wen acheana God is coming Rain is coming 
Wen-kerik Dry season -
Wen-yikroa, wenzuk 
yikroa or ngmoruk-
yikroa 

Tender or controller 
of the rain gods or 
shrines 

Wuuk-biisim Prima grass 
Yaaiim-tiim Hunting medicine or 

juju 
-

Yak-teng or dak-teng Clay Soils -
Yam-biok, biok Bad or antisocial 

knowledge 
-

Yie-nyam pi. yeri-
nyono 

Compound owner Also for senior elders or heads of 
lineages, clans or villages 
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Yeri Compound Yen is mud circular complex that 
houses a number of households. 
Bulsa also use 

Yerí-nyono Compound head or 
owner 

But also use for elders of a family, 
lineage or clan 

Yigkroa a Holder, controller or 
holder 

Holder or catcher of rains 

Yok Night -
Yuei Wet season 
Taaruk teng, zingi-
teng or tan-zagsuk 

Gravel Soils 

Zuk-nalung-tiim Good luck or 
literally good-head 
medicine 

Zung-moaning Acacia sieberiana 

Proverbs 
Kali moatika agaam ko-birini, 
Literally means living near-by is better than patrilineal relationship living world. 
kpilima kan velimu, ka banoa ali velim 
The ancestors never tell lies, it is the diviner who tells lies. 

Wuri ayin di kan jok kui ya, di nying la bang ka choikbiik. 

The monitor will not lack a hoe because the lizard is blacksmith 

Yisisa se ye a va chab aying ka jaab adan lo ka-nyi niina-po, nkanla pomsi te 
ka. 
Two deer walk together because one has to take the mote from the other's eye. 
Nandub yeng kan tiak bogta 
A person cannot use one finger to eat okra soup 
Bungtori ayin bang akan de na-ngaribazung ati wuulum anying ni ka abungtori 
zuk-wa. 
The lizard does not eat pepper for the frog to sweet (the individual is equally 
responsible for his own actions) 

Awai akan fooli gnati-tuela wa choa nuepo 
One should not fan hot food that is in another person's mouth (A person should 
not be held responsible for another person's actions) 

fi dan la buuk fu la ku kpang 
if you laugh at the skin of the goat, you are laughing at the goat, (lot of what the 
individual Bulsa does is an indication of how his or her family's upbringing). 

yam ka tuik, nuryeng akan bagi abobi ato. 
Knowledge is like the trunk of a baobab tree and no one person can embrace it 
with both hands. 

Nuruaba baye akan juk yam. 
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There is knowledge or wisdom in a group's decision or one cannot deny two 
people of wisdom or knowledge 

Biik adan nari wa nisa a bey wa ade ale kan gan kpangsa. 
If a child washes his hands well, he eats with the elders 
Yam akpiem nab. 
Intellect or wisdom surpasses the chief 
Yam nyono kan bey: 
Two persons together cannot be denied of wisdom 
yam ka talim, fi dan kan gomsi si bu, fi kan ta chikok acheng du. 
Knowledge is a field, if it is not cultivated, it cannot be harvested 
ba kan logsi kwoaba terimoa 
you cannot abrogate a father's gift. 
He said that biak kan domi ka biik apeare kobiya 
The dog will never bit it puppet to the bone. 
da waiale soa tengka, ka wen ale kpilingima ale soa teng-ka, 
nobody owns the land, it nawen and the underworld that owns the land. 
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Appendix: 

A) Background Information 
I) Name, age, sex, marital status, occupation, education level 
ii) Status in the compound or household (head, ordinary member) 
iii) How long the informant has lived in the area 
iv) Exposure to other ethnic groups and government extension workers 

B) Local knowledge on the physical environment 
I) Informants' knowledge on the topography, climate and vegetation 
ii) Local knowledge on the use of indicator species in land use, soil 
suitability and conditions 
iii) I nventory o f i nformant knowledge o n I and u se i ssues s uch a s s oil 
fertility, conservation and 'land use or misuse' 
iv) General problems and cause of land degradation and declining soil 
fertility as well as possible solutions 

C) History of the land and its use and resources 
i) The individuals' perceptions and concept of land, its uses and 
management. 
ii) Native concepts of land and resource management 
iii) Land ownership, control, distribution and accessibility 
iv) Inventory of land use types within the compound or household 
v) The control and ownership local of ecological knowledge 

D) How local ecological knowledge is acquired, transmitted and distributed or 
shared among members of the community 

i) Ownership and control of local ecological knowledge 
ii) The preservation of local knowledge/how it is stored 
iii) Informants' knowledge of the land, its resources and management 
expressed in stories, proverbs, rituals, cosmology, folklore and belief 
systems 

E) Traditional institutions and land use matters. 
i) Role of households, compound, clan and village heads in land use 
management and conservation 
ii) Land tenure system and how it relates to land use conservation 
iii) Social structure and its relationship to land use 
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iv) The role of land priests and chiefs regarding land matters 
v) Religious institutions such as sacred grooves, the ancestor and 
shrines in land and resource management 
vi) Specialists such as the rain maker, the diviners or soothsayers and 
their role in the spiritual conservation and care of the land and its 
resources 
vii) Informant experience of any culture changes in land use and 
reasons for such changes 

F) Structure of land use regimes (particularly farming activities) 
i) Demarcation of farm lands 
ii) Crop patterns (mixed cropping, crop rotation and monocroping) 
ii) Farming calendar 
iii) Major changes that have taken place related to the farming system 
that you can remember (probe; changes in crop pattern, land tenure, 
pest, fires, local laws and customs, farm tools, declining soil fertility) 

G) Evidence of land degradation or 'misuse' 
i) Describe how and when land is degraded or misused 
ii) What and who is responsible for land degradation? 
iii) What are the solutions if any for land degradation? 
iv) How do you protect your land from being degraded? 
v) Have you participated in any program either by non-governmental or 
governmental organization in land degradation? 
vi) What is your opinion on the success and failure of these programs? 
vii) How will y ou rate these introduced programs as compared to the 
local methods known to you and why? 
viii) What will you consider as sound land use practices and why? 

H) Information related to gender analysis in land use (fanning) 
i) Decision on what to grow in what land 
ii) Decision the technology use (bullocks, tractor) 
iii) Choice of land size for cultivation 
iv) The role of women in farm management and control of farm products 

I) General Discussion 
i) Any valuable information the informant may like to share which has 
not be covered, or If the informant has any questions to ask. 




