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Abstract 

 

In recent years, International Relations scholars have begun to consider migration as an explanatory 

variable, recognizing its potential role in contributing to the outbreak of violent conflict. Despite the 

theoretical and empirical contributions resulting from this scholarship, the growing literature 

privileges a narrow category of migrants – involuntary migrants – failing to capture the role of the 

millions of voluntary migrants that might be part of the migration-conflict nexus. While some efforts 

have been made to explore the broader relationship between migration and security, this work 

focuses on developed countries, national security, and international migration. In short, this has led 

to the development of a new research agenda that bears little relevance to the African context (and 

other developing regions) where internal security and internal migration are much more prominent 

issues. 

This dissertation addresses these gaps by examining the migration-conflict nexus in the cocoa 

regions in two West African countries − Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. These countries are excellent 

candidates for comparative analysis as both have a great deal in common in terms of their natural 

resources, geographies, cultures and relations to the world market. These countries also provide 

fertile ground for comparison as although they share similar migration histories, there have been 

fundamentally different outcomes in terms of migration-producing conflict. Whereas there have been 

violent outbreaks of conflict targeting migrants in Côte d’Ivoire leading to a protracted civil war, 

instances of violent conflict in Ghana’s cocoa growing regions are rare. 

By analyzing and contrasting the different migration-conflict trajectories across these cases, 

the dissertation develops an empirically-informed model for explaining migration-conflict dynamics 

in Africa and beyond. While the findings highlight the need to take migration seriously as a security 

issue in its own right, they also reveal the critical role of the following intervening variables in 

influencing the diverging outcomes: differences in state-society relations; diverging land tenure 
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regimes; variations in state capacity and exogenous shocks; and contrasting experiences with 

autochthony discourses. Notwithstanding the empirical focus on migration-conflict dynamics in the 

Ivoirian and Ghanaian cocoa regions, the model developed herein provides important insights beyond 

these regional contexts. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In late-century Africa, things fell apart.1 

 

The above quotation marks the beginning of a recent book by Robert Bates, in which he attempts to 

answer the following question: which factors help to explain why so many African2 countries 

experienced state-failure at the end of the twentieth century? In answering this question, Bates takes 

aim at political elites, arguing that much of the political disorder throughout the continent is owing to 

the predatory nature of African governments. While Bates’ investigation into state-failure generates 

some insights about key causal mechanisms that might serve to explain state collapse in late-century 

Africa, it does not provide a comprehensive account of the multifaceted nature of violent conflict. 

This, obviously, stems from the fact that violent conflict does not always culminate in state-failure. 

While there are a variety of complex and contested factors that arguably contribute to producing 

violent conflict in Africa (and elsewhere), there is widespread agreement that the origins of political 

disorder in Africa principally reside within the state. Consequently, the vast majority of experts agree 

that the greatest source of insecurity in Africa is intra-state conflict, as observed by the prevalence of 

civil war throughout the continent.3 Numerous scholars have weighed in on the discussion over 

which factors best explain the salience of civil wars in Africa. Perhaps the most popularized debate in 

                                                           
1
 Robert H. Bates, When Things Fell Apart: State Failure in Late-Century Africa (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2008), 3. 
2
 The use of the term ‘Africa’ refers here, and throughout the dissertation, to Sub-Saharan African. Given the 

cultural, economic, geographical, historical and political differences between North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa, 

many scholars examine these regions separately. This is not to suggest that there are not commonalities and linkages 

between these regions, but only to note that they are sufficiently different as to warrant separate in-depth analysis. 

Consequently, this research project focuses on Africa south of the Sahara.  
3
 Bates. Robert H. Bates, "State Failure," Annual Review of Political Science 11, (2008). Paul Collier, Anke 

Hoeffler, and Dominic Rohner, "Beyond Greed and Grievance: Feasibility and Civil War," Oxford Economic Papers 

61, (2009). Paul D. Williams, "Thinking About Security in Africa," International Affairs 83, no. 6 (2007). In a 

recent overview on trends in political violence in Africa, Straus argues that despite the fact that civil wars still 

dominate, they were only half as common in the 2000s as compared to the 1990s. See Scott Straus, "Wars Do End! 

Changing Patterns of Political Violence in Sub-Saharan Africa," African Affairs 111, no. 443 (2012). 
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the literature on civil war is the dichotomy of greed versus grievance.4 While this debate has 

produced a great deal of academic research, many scholars have moved beyond this dichotomy to 

explore other explanations such as incentives/disincentives,5 opportunities6 and feasibility.7 

Moreover, others have critiqued the rigidity of this dichotomy, calling for more nuanced approaches 

that recognize the interactions between these polarized perspectives.8 However, given the complex 

nature of violent conflict in Africa and elsewhere, Brown rightly points out that since “there are 

several distinct types of internal conflict ... no single factor or set of factors can explain everything.”9 

In attempting to explain why Africa is seemingly rife with violent conflict,10 scholars, policy-

makers and media alike tend to focus on two sets of factors that are deemed to play critical roles in 

contributing to political violence: (1) inter-ethnic tensions and (2) the exploitation of natural 

resources. The putative importance of ethnic cleavages is argued to have played a major role in a 

wide range of violent conflicts in Africa in countries such as Burundi, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Kenya, 

Rwanda and Uganda. Natural resources, on the other hand, are believed to have fuelled dozens of 

conflicts in numerous countries such as Angola, Liberia, Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Zimbabwe. 

Moreover, in many instances both inter-ethnic tensions and disputes over natural resources 

undoubtedly contribute to fuelling violent conflicts, as evidenced in places like Democratic Republic 

                                                           
4
 Tony Addison and S. Mansoob Murshud, "Special Issue: Explaining Violent Conflict: Going Beyond Greed 

Versus Grievance," Journal of International Development 15, no. 4 (2003); Mats Berdal and David M. Malone, eds., 

Greed & Grievance: Economic Agendas in Civil Wars (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000). Karen 

Ballentine and Jake Sherman, eds., The Political Economy of Armed Conflict: Beyond Greed and Grievance 

(Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003). David Malone and Heiko Nitzschke, Economic Agendas in Civil 

Wars: What We Know, What We Need to Know (Helsinki: UNU WIDER, 2005). 
5
 David Keen, "Incentives and Disincentives for Violence," in Greed and Grievance: Economic Agendas in Civil 

Wars, ed. Mats Berdal and David M. Malone(Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2000). 
6
 Paul Collier and Anke  Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War," Oxford Economic Papers 56, (2004). 

7
 Collier, Hoeffler, and Rohner, "Beyond Greed and Grievance: Feasibility and Civil War." 

8
 Stathis Kalyvas, "The Ontology of “Political Violence”: Action and Identity in Civil Wars," Perspectives on 

Politics 1, no. 3 (2003). 
9
 Michael E. Brown, "The Causes of Internal Conflict: An Overview," in Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, ed. 

Michael E. Brown et al.(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2001), 24-25. 
10

 Notwithstanding Africa’s reputation as a particularly conflict-prone region, recent research debunks some 

common stereotypes by showing that Africa has witnessed a significant downward trend in total number of wars – 

especially since the 1990s – and that the continent has in many respects been less conflict-ridden than Asia. See 

Straus. 
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of Congo (DRC) and Sudan/South Sudan. Notwithstanding the significance of both sets of factors, 

many scholars have cautioned against over-emphasizing the role of ethnicity in contributing to 

violent conflict, noting the importance of alternative explanations11 and warning against ethnic bias 

in framing that may result in overestimating incidences of ethnic violence.12 Recent scholarship has 

gone so far as to challenge the usefulness of the concept of ‘ethnic conflict’, taking aim at the 

misguided concept of ‘ethnic warfare’,13 the merits of the ‘ethnic conflict framework’14 and the 

emphasis on ‘ethnic groups’ as a unit of analysis.15 Furthermore, the role of natural resources in 

contributing to violent conflict is also highly debatable. While armed conflicts and natural resources 

can be directly related in two main ways – “armed conflicts motivated by the control of resources, 

and resources integrated into the financing of armed conflicts”16 – there is no consensus on the actual 

dynamics involved in such a link, as demonstrated by the diverging literature on natural resources 

and conflict.17 Thus while ethnicity and natural resources remain important variables in explaining 

violent conflict, they only tell part of a complex story. In short, other variables must therefore be at 

play in contributing to the outbreak of violent conflicts in Africa and elsewhere. 

Although many researchers have noted the salience of mobility throughout the African 

continent,18 there has been little systematic investigation into the link between migration and conflict. 

                                                           
11

 James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, "Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil War " American Political Science Review 

97, no. 1 (2003). 
12

 Rogers Brubaker and David D. Laitin, "Ethnic and Nationalist Violence," Annual Review of Political Science 24, 

(1998): 428.  
13

 John Mueller, "The Banality of 'Ethnic War'," International Security 25, no. 1 (2000). 
14

 Bruce Gilley, "Against the Concept of Ethnic Conflict," Third World Quarterly 25, no. 6 (2004). 
15

 Rogers Brubaker, Ethnicity without Groups (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
16

 Philippe Le Billon, "The Political Ecology of War: Natural Resources and Armed Conflicts," Political Geography 

20, no. 5 (2001): 580. 
17

 Collier and Hoeffler, "Greed and Grievance in Civil War." James Fearon, "Primary Commodity Exports and Civil 

War," Journal of Conflict Resolution 9, no. 4 (2005). Michael L. Ross, "How Do Natural Resources Influence Civil 

War: Evidence from Thirteen Cases," International Organization 58, no. 1 (2004). 
18

 Aderanti Adepoju, "Migration in Africa: An Overview," in The Migration Experience in Africa, ed. J. Baker and 

T.A. Aina(Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 1995). Oliver Bakewell and Hein de Haas, "African Migrations: 

Continuities, Discontinuities and Recent Transformations," in African Alternatives, ed. Patrick Chabal, Ulf Engel, 

and Leo de Haan(Boston: Brill, 2007). Han van Dijk, Dick Foeken, and Kiky van Til, "Population Mobility in 

Africa: An Overview," in Mobile Africa: Changing Patterns of Movement in Africa and Beyond, ed. Mirjam de 

Bruijn, Rijk van Dijk, and Dick Foeken(Boston: Brill, 2001). 
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When migration has been examined by political scientists, notably in International Relations (IR), it 

is generally seen as a by-product of conflict and not as a security issue in its own right. In other 

words, migration has garnered the attention of IR scholars insofar as violent conflicts (e.g. 

international/civil war, ethnic conflict, genocide) have produced forced migration flows.19 Despite 

the more nuanced focus on domestic and micro-level variables, even the literature on civil war has 

had very little to say on this relationship, largely ignoring the potential role of migration in 

contributing to internal conflict.20 Yet notwithstanding the historical marginalization of migration in 

IR, recent works have conceptualized migration as an explanatory variable, recognizing its potential 

role in contributing to the outbreak of violent conflict.21 While these works have served to 

demonstrate aspects of the causal relationship between migration and violent outcomes, they have 

ultimately focused on a narrow category of migrants – involuntary migrants – failing to capture the 

potential role of the millions of voluntary migrants that are also part of the migration-conflict nexus. 

Although some efforts have been made in recent years to examine the broader relationship between 

migration and security, they too have adopted a narrow research agenda as they tend to explore 

migration dynamics in developed countries and focus on national security and international 

migration.22 In sum, despite the welcome addition of this body of research in IR, it has provided few 

                                                           
19

 Aristide R. Zolberg, Astri Suhrke, and Sergio Aguayo, Escape from Violence: Conflict and the Refugee Crisis in 

the Developing World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
20

 Nicholas Sambanis, "A Review of Recent Advances and Future Directions in the Quantitative Literature on Civil 

War," Defence and Peace Economics 13, no. 3 (2002). As a case in point, one of the most cited articles on civil war 

in Africa does not even mention the words ‘migration’, ‘migrant’, ‘mobility’ or ‘refugee’. See Ibrahim Elbadawi and 

Nicholas Sambanis, "Why Are There So Many Civil Wars in Africa? Understanding and Preventing Violent 

Conflict," Journal of African Economies 9, no. 3 (2000). For a recent article that examines the link between political 

demography and internal conflict, see Elliott D. Green, "The Political Demography of Conflict in Modern Africa," 

Civil Wars 14, no. 4 (2012). 
21

 Sarah Kenyon Lischer, Dangerous Sanctuaries: Refugee Camps, Civil War, and the Dilemmas of Humanitarian 

Aid (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005). Adrian Martin, "Environmental Conflict between Refugee and 
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insights for understanding migration-conflict dynamics that might be of relevance to the African 

context (and other developing regions) where internal security, internal migration, and voluntary 

migration are much more prominent issues. The literature on migration in IR has consequently failed 

to develop a coherent theoretical framework for explaining how/when migration can contribute to 

producing violent conflict. Thus as the title of this dissertation implies, this project fundamentally 

proposes to rethink the relationship between migration and conflict. 

In recent years, a new development has swept across many African countries that highlights 

the need to reconsider migration as a potential cause of violent conflict. Many observers have noted 

an upsurge in autochthony discourses and a growing number of ‘conflicts of autochthony’ throughout 

the continent.23 While the concept of ‘autochthony’ – the notion of being a ‘son of the soil’ – is not 

indigenous to Africa, many countries throughout the region have been plagued by divisive debates 

and conflicts over citizenship and belonging in which the autochthony trope has been used as an 

exclusionary device to mobilize ‘autochthons’ (those ‘of the soil’) against ‘allochthons’ (those ‘not of 

the soil’). Though not exhaustive, the following countries illustrate some of the most striking cases 

where autochthony discourses have served to inflame relations between non-migrant and migrant 

populations: Côte d’Ivoire,24 DRC,25 Ghana,26 Kenya,27 Nigeria,28 South Africa,29 and Uganda.30 
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These conflicts are intricately connected to the issue of migration, as they ultimately pit autochthons 

(‘locals’, ‘hosts’, ‘indigenes’) against allochthons (‘strangers’, ‘guests’, ‘foreigners’), the latter of 

which are, of course, migrants. While the rise of conflicts of autochthony – also referred to as ‘sons 

of the soil’ conflicts – is not limited to Africa, it nonetheless represents a disturbing trend in a region 

where migration has historically been and continues to be viewed as a way of life.31 In light of the 

dramatic rise of these migration-related conflicts, there is a compelling reason and an urgent need to 

systematically examine the relationship between migration and conflict in the African context. In 

other words, Africa provides a logical starting pointing for developing a model of the migration-

conflict nexus. This dissertation thus aims to bridge empirical observations from Africa with 

theoretical insights in order to construct a framework for explaining which conditions and 

intervening factors help to explain when/how migration can contribute to producing violent conflict. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Case Selection 

In order to develop a model for explaining the relationship between migration and violent conflict, 

the dissertation systematically compares and contrasts migration-conflict linkages using two West 

African countries as case studies – Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. The use of the term ‘case’ refers here to 

“a spatially bounded phenomenon … observed at a single point in time or over some delimited 

period of time.”32 A ‘case study’ can therefore be understood as “an intensive study of a single unit 

for the purpose of understanding a larger class of (similar) units.”33 These countries are excellent case 

studies for comparative analysis as both have a great deal in common in terms of their cultures, 

geographies, histories, natural resources and relations to the world market. The vast literature in the 

social sciences that juxtaposes these cases is indeed a testament to their comparability.34 However, 

most important, Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana provide fertile ground for comparison as although they 

share similar migration histories, there have been fundamentally different outcomes across these 

cases in terms of migration-producing conflict. While large volumes of both cross-border and 

internal migration into Côte d’Ivoire’s cocoa regions contributed to the ‘Ivoirian miracle’ – a period 

of unprecedented economic growth and political stability – in the post-independence era, these 

migrations would become a source of tremendous friction between autochthonous communities and 
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migrants, eventually contributing to the outbreak of civil war in 2002. Although Ghana also 

witnessed impressive levels of migration into its cocoa regions, migration has failed to become a 

serious source of tension between local communities and migrant populations in these regions and 

has rarely contributed to producing instances of violent conflict.35 This raises the question: what 

explains the diverging outcomes across these relatively similar cases? Why has migration into the 

cocoa regions been such a contentious issue in Ivoirian politics and a relatively obscure one in 

Ghana? Given the structural similarities in these cases and yet the seemingly different results of the 

comparative migration flows, the cases allow us to pose a critical question: recognizing that 

migration alone does not ‘cause’ conflict, which intervening factors help to explain how and when 

migration contributes to producing outbreaks of violent conflict? 

This research design is best understood as the most similar case selection, a strategy that is 

genealogically related to Mill’s ‘method of difference’. In more recent years, this approach has been 

further developed by Przeworski and Teune who describe this research design as the method of ‘most 

similar systems’.36 Simply put, such an approach defines the relevant universe of cases, identifies key 

variables that must be similar across the cases under review, identifies a variable (or variables) that 

are noticeably different across these cases, and selects key cases that share the bulk of similarities 

across the key variables but differ with respect to one (or more) critical variable(s). As the above 

description of the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cases reveals, these cases clearly share numerous 

similarities, with the major difference being the migration-producing violent conflict in the former 

                                                           
35
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versus the peaceful outcomes in the latter. In essence, this approach asks why such ‘similar systems’ 

produce such different outcomes. In employing this strategy, the researcher is ultimately able to 

determine which variables help to explain these different outcomes, the results of which I briefly 

outline in the ‘Conclusions and Contributions’ section. 

 

Comparative Method 

While the dissertation draws upon empirical insights from two case studies, it does so through a 

comparative analysis. The use of the comparative method for exploring migration-conflict dynamics 

is motivated by the fact that such a method is “a mainstay of migration research across the social 

science disciplines” as it has produced some of the most groundbreaking scholarship.37 

Notwithstanding its established use in the field of Political Science, the comparative method is also a 

dominant approach in both International Relations and Migration Studies. The work of George and 

Bennett is highly instructive in illustrating the utility of such an approach, as it provides helpful 

suggestions for operationalizing the use of the comparative method. In discussing the comparative 

approach, the authors highlight the method and logic of structured, focused comparison: 

The method is ‘structured’ in that the researcher writes general questions that reflect the 

research objective and that these questions are asked of each case under study to guide 

and standardize data collection thereby making systematic comparison and cumulation 

of the findings of the cases possible. The method is ‘focused’ in that it deals only with 

certain aspects of the historical cases examined. The requirements for structure and focus 

apply equally to individual cases since they may be joined by additional cases.38 

 

The research strategy in this dissertation adopts such a method, as it employs both a ‘structured’ and 

a ‘focused’ comparison of the cocoa regions in both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. In order to ensure that 

the research design is ‘structured’, both cases critically examine the following questions: 

 What role has migration played in developing these countries’ cocoa sectors? 

                                                           
37
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 What are the characteristics of these migrations (spatially, temporally, demographically, 

etc.)? 

 What roles did colonial and post-colonial governments play in the migration-cocoa complex? 

 How have ‘state-society’ relations differed across these cases in regard to the development of 

the cocoa sector? 

 How have land tenure regimes been involved in facilitating or preventing the in-migration 

into the cocoa regions? 

 How have exogenous shocks affected the livelihoods of cocoa farmers across these regions? 

 In what ways have these shocks affected the state’s capacity to manage host-migrant relations 

in the cocoa sectors? 

 What roles have autochthony discourses played at both the local level – notably in the cocoa 

regions – and at the national level? 

 Which migration dynamics create conditions for the emergence of autochthony discourses? 

 When do political entrepreneurs (at both local and national levels) employ these discourses 

and under what conditions are these discourses adopted by ‘those on the ground’? 

 What levels of violent conflict have been witnessed in the cocoa growing regions across these 

countries? Who has been targeted? Who is responsible for committing these acts? 

 

In order to ensure that the research design is ‘focused’, the project closely examines the 

relationship between migration and conflict in both countries’ cocoa regions. In other words, the 

dissertation does not examine all migration flows and patterns in both countries, given the massive 

undertaking that such an approach would entail. Thus despite the fact that there are obviously huge 

numbers of migrants in urban and other rural sectors (and regions) in both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, 

the potential migration-conflict linkages in these other sectors are not the focus of this research. 

While the decision to concentrate on the cocoa sector is partly driven by the need to adopt a tight 

research design given the limited resources at my disposal, it is also motivated by empirical 

observations and theoretical work that suggest that the linkages between migration and violent 

conflict may be most striking in rural, agricultural sectors, where land ownership disputes are 

especially common.39 Furthermore, the research is also ‘focused’ in that it examines not only a 

specific regional and sectoral domain across both case studies, but that it does so by focusing on 
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similar temporal periods – from the early origins of the cocoa sector during the colonial period 

through the present. 

Finally, in order to develop a model that integrates the general patterns of migration-conflict 

linkages, the research methodology uses process tracing as a means to produce theoretical 

generalizations on the relationship between migration and violent conflict. As process tracing enables 

the construction of theoretically-oriented historical narratives of particular cases, it is an instrumental 

method for illuminating some of the specific causes of outcomes both within and across cases. As 

George and Bennett note, process tracing enables the identification of intervening causal processes 

that connect independent variables with outcomes on the dependent variable.40 This is crucial, as the 

argument here is not that migration alone ‘causes’ conflict. Instead, the dissertation emphasizes the 

importance of the ‘causal chain’ or ‘causal mechanisms’ that create fertile conditions for migration-

producing violent outcomes. This is indeed the appeal of process tracing, as it facilitates the 

development of theory by systematically breaking down and juxtaposing these cases, in order to 

ascertain which intervening factors are important for developing a model of the migration-conflict 

nexus. 

 

Field Research and Interviews 

A note on field work and methodology 

A central component of the research methodology involved doing extensive field work to conduct 

semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana’s cocoa regions and 

political centres. More specifically, the field research provided the opportunity to conduct interviews 

with those stakeholders (see list below) that are directly or indirectly involved in the cocoa sector and 

that have first-hand experience/knowledge of migration, governance and conflict dynamics linked to 

this industry. As much of the work on migration and conflict has adopted a more macro/national 
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level perspective, the field research enabled me to gain insight into the more neglected internal (i.e. 

intra-state) and local dynamics in both countries. This, in turn, provided a window into explaining the 

variations in terms of outbreaks of conflict both across and within the respective cases. In other 

words, while the research design is aimed at explaining the differences between Côte d’Ivoire and 

Ghana, it also examines each case through an intra-case comparison so as to investigate variations 

between and within regions in the respective countries. By comparing and contrasting inter-regional 

differences in both countries, the research findings provide additional support for the dissertation’s 

core theoretical claims. This research approach is motivated by the fact that many scholars have 

recognized the need to more fully explore the micro-level variables and dynamics linked to a wide 

range of migration-related issues. The following quotes ultimately underscore the critical importance 

of developing a research design that moves beyond the dominant approach in the study of migration 

in order to also consider population movements within countries: 

 The fact that very little systematic knowledge is available about intra-national movements is 

telling ... Nevertheless, these movements can be as long and as important in their economic, 

ecological and political consequences as international migration and can just as well break 

with the past because it takes people into unknown territory, socially, ethnically, ecologically 

and culturally.41 

 

 The majority of those who move do so within their own countries, and the incorporation of 

internal migration into any framework that seeks to understand both the theoretical 

dimensions and the policy implications of migration and development is urgently required.42 

 

 Certainly more analysis of the causes and consequences of internal, rural-rural migration is 

badly needed, especially considering its general neglect in the social sciences relative to 

urbanization and international migration.43 

 

In sum, these quotes highlight the need to recognize and systematically examine the relatively 

unmapped terrain of internal migration flows. This is indeed true in the case of migration-conflict 
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dynamics. As the following chapter reveals, while migration policies are generally managed by the 

state, the impacts of migration are most pronounced at the local level. The field research therefore 

served to generate key findings related to the nature of cleavages at the local level, and most notably, 

the critical role of migration in deepening these cleavages. In fact, recent research has shown that the 

presence of cleavages at the local level plays a leading role in explaining outbreaks of conflict, 

despite the conventional wisdom around national/regional causes of conflict.44 The importance of 

studying such cleavages is further noted by Kalyvas, who states that “examining local cleavages 

opens up fascinating empirical possibilities for exploring the various paths, trajectories, modalities, 

and combinations of central and local cleavages, as well as their consequences.”45 In essence, this 

approach follows Brubaker and Laitin, who argue that “a research strategy firmly committed to 

disaggregation in both data collection and theory building” is instrumental in identifying, analyzing, 

and explaining “the heterogeneous processes and mechanisms involved in generating the varied 

instances” of different types of violence.46 In short, the empirical findings from the field work 

provide additional analytic leverage to help understand/explain the heterogeneous processes and 

mechanisms linking migration with violent conflict at both the national and local levels. 

 

Research sites47 and interviews 

The field research was conducted during two separate trips totalling over four months. During the 

first trip, I spent three months in Ghana from May to August 2011 where I conducted 100 

interviews.48 During April and May 2012, I spent five weeks in Côte d’Ivoire where I conducted 71 
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interviews.49 I will address each trip in turn, in order to provide further details about the research 

sites, interviewees and interview questions. While there is indeed overlap in terms of the stakeholders 

and interview questions across both countries, there are also noteworthy differences.50 This, of 

course, stems from the fact that the cocoa regions in these countries witnessed radically different 

outcomes. This is reflected in the somewhat different selection of interviewees and interview 

questions across these cases. However, it is also the result of the different systems of administration 

and government in these countries. 

The first research trip was mostly spent in Ghana’s capital – Accra – and the country’s 

leading cocoa regions – Western and Ashanti. Despite the obvious focus on the cocoa regions as a 

potential site of conflict, nearly one month of the research was conducted in Accra as the city is home 

to most of the country’s leading political and economic elites and officials, international non-

governmental organizations (INGOs), non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and senior cocoa 

officials. As for the cocoa regions, the Western and Ashanti regions were selected as they are not 

only the two leading cocoa-producing regions, but they also represent Ghana’s new cocoa frontier 

(Western) and the historically dominant cocoa-producing area (Ashanti). In each of the regions, 

interviews took place in five leading cocoa districts. In the Western Region, I conducted interviews 

in the following districts: (1) Juabeso, (2) Sefwi Akontombra, (3) Sefwi Wiawso, (4) Wassa Amenfi 

West, and (5) Wassa Amenfi East. Meanwhile, in the Ashanti region, interviews were conducted in 

the following districts: (1) Adansi North, (2) Adansi South, (3) Ahafo-Ano South, (4) Atwima 

Nwanbiagya, and (5) Kumasi. In order to gain diverse insights into the complex relationship between 

indigenous and migrant populations in Ghana’s cocoa regions, a wide range of stakeholders were 

interviewed, including: academics, chief farmers, cocoa farmers (migrants and indigenous), district 
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police commanders, farmer associations, Ghana Cocoa Board officials, government officials (district 

chief executives, district coordinators, civil servants, immigration officers), INGOs, local 

assemblymen, local court administrators, NGOs, private cocoa buyers, religious leaders, school 

teachers, politicians (national and local), sub-chiefs, traditional chiefs and youth leaders. Although 

different stakeholders were asked somewhat different questions, the interviewees were asked a series 

of questions that touched upon the following issues: the contemporary challenges facing the cocoa 

sector; the nature of land tenure arrangements; the frequency and causes of land disputes in the cocoa 

regions; the role of migrants in the development of the cocoa sector; the state of indigenous-migrant 

relations; and the politics of migration and cocoa. 

The second research trip was spent in Côte d’Ivoire’s political and economic centre – 

Abidjan51 – and some of the country’s leading cocoa regions – Bas Sassandra, Haut Sassandra and 

Moyen Cavally. Once again, despite the focus on the migration-related violence in the cocoa regions, 

much of the research was done in Abidjan, as it is home to not only political and economic elites and 

other key figures, but also to many journalists, academics and United Nations (UN) officials. Aside 

from Abidjan, interviews were conducted in the following major urban centres and smaller towns – 

many of which are known to be large producers of cocoa and/or sites of the worst migration-related 

violence in recent years: Bas Sassandra (i.e. Méagui, Soubré), Haut Sassandra (i.e. Bonon, 

Derahouan, Daloa, Gonaté), Moyen Cavally (i.e. Duékoué, Fengolo, Guiglo). As with the field work 

in Ghana, a variety of stakeholders were interviewed in order to consider a wide range of stakeholder 

perspectives on the relationship between autochthons and migrant populations in Côte d’Ivoire’s 

cocoa regions. These stakeholders included: academics, cocoa cooperatives, cocoa farmers (migrants 

and indigenous), cocoa purchasers and exporters, consultants in the cocoa sector, government 

officials, INGOs, journalists, local magistrates, local mayors, NGOs, politicians, regional 

                                                           
51

 While Abidjan is the leading economic and political centre in the country, since 1983 the official capital has been 

Yamoussoukro. However, the vast majority of ministries and government officials, let alone important economic 

actors, are located in Abidjan. 



16 

 

government authorities, regional leader of the dozos (traditional hunter association), religious leaders, 

traditional chiefs (autochthons and allochthons), UN officials, and youth leaders. As noted above, 

while there was clearly much overlap in terms of the stakeholder groups that were interviewed, there 

were nevertheless some observable differences. Again, while the interview questions were somewhat 

adapted to each stakeholder group, interviewees were asked a series of questions related to the 

following issues: the contemporary challenges facing the cocoa sector; the nature of land tenure 

arrangements; the role of migrants in the development of the cocoa sector; the state of indigenous-

migrant relations; the frequency and causes of land disputes in the cocoa regions; the instability of 

large-scale violence in Côte d’Ivoire’s cocoa regions as compared to relative peace in Ghana; the 

potential mechanisms/solutions for resolving tensions/violence in the cocoa regions; and the 

prospects for peace in the future. 
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Map 1.1 Ghana52 
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Map 1.2 Côte d’Ivoire53 
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CONCLUSIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

The recent explosion of literature on migration and security in IR is a testament to the importance of 

this previously neglected phenomenon. However, as this dissertation demonstrates, this literature is 

overly state-centric, narrow in scope, and highly irrelevant when applied to many regions throughout 

the world. This conclusion is based on the observation that most scholarly research has analyzed 

international migration, national security, and forced migration. Moreover, in so doing, this body of 

literature has also tended to focus on empirical realities in the developed world (e.g. Australia, 

Europe, North America). By privileging such limited dynamics in the study of migration in IR, 

scholars have failed to systematically analyze the various ways in which different forms of mobility 

might pose alternative security threats/challenges. As I argue in Chapter 2, this has prevented the 

development of a wider research agenda that might consider a broader range of migration-related 

issues and implications. More specifically, I point to the following dynamics that warrant much more 

scholarly attention: internal migration, internal security, and voluntary migration. Finally, as these 

dynamics are particularly salient in the developing world, such regions ought to serve as a starting 

point for exploring these issues. 

While the following chapters provide a comprehensive analysis of how we might reconsider 

the role of migration as a potential cause of violent conflict, it is worth outlining some of the basic 

conclusions from this dissertation. Simply put, the comparative analysis of migration-conflict 

dynamics across Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana’s cocoa regions illustrates the importance of studying 

internal migration, internal conflict and voluntary migration flows. As these cases reveal, these 

dimensions of the migration-conflict cannot be ignored as they constitute critical elements in a 

theoretical framework for explaining the relationship between migration and conflict. As the Ivoirian 

case makes patently clear, internal migration flows have played as significant a role in triggering 

migration-related conflicts as have cross-border population movements. Moreover, as this case also 

illustrates, while these conflicts have contributed to undermining national security, they must first 
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and foremost be understood as internal conflicts that have destabilized the country’s cocoa regions. 

Finally, this case further shows that despite the focus in the literature on forced migration as a 

dominant form of mobility in triggering violent conflict, the migration flows into the Ivoirian cocoa 

regions were overwhelmingly voluntary. 

What general conclusions can thus be drawn regarding the relationship between migration 

and conflict? As these cases reveal, whereas there have been violent outbreaks of conflict targeting 

migrants in Côte d’Ivoire’s cocoa regions leading to a protracted civil war, instances of violent 

conflict in Ghana’s cocoa growing regions have been rare. By systematically comparing and 

contrasting the migration-conflict dynamics across these countries, this dissertation develops a model 

for explaining these fundamentally different outcomes. In so doing, this model provides a theoretical 

framework for explaining under what conditions migration can be a source of violent conflict. While 

this model is more systematically developed in Chapters 6, 7, and 8 and illustrated in Figure 9.1 

(Chapter 9), the core theoretical arguments are summarized below in Figure 1.1. In short, this figure 

identifies the following factors as critical for explaining diverging outcomes: differences in ‘state-

society’ relations; diverging land tenure regimes; variations in state capacity and exogenous shocks; 

and contrasting experiences with autochthony discourses. To reiterate, these intervening variables 

help to explain why violence occurred in the Ivoirian cocoa regions and did not in Ghana’s. While 

this model certainly has its limitations,54 it nevertheless bridges empirical observations with 

theoretical knowledge to develop a framework for explaining when/why migration produces conflict 

in certain contexts but not others. To be sure, the central argument here is not that migration ‘causes’ 

conflict, as we must not exaggerate the causal role of migration as an independent variable. Rather, 
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Figure 1.1 Basic model of the migration-conflict nexus 
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the more modest claim is that migration acts with a series of intervening variables to heighten the 

possibility of creating fertile conditions for the outbreak of violent conflict. Clearly, as the Ghanaian 

case suggests, migration need not result in contributing to the outbreak of internal conflict. 

Thus while the dissertation is fundamentally an exercise in theory building, as it challenges 

us to rethink the role of migration in IR, it also underscores the reality that there is much more 

thinking about this relationship that needs to be done. In the interim, the findings from this 

dissertation promise to make a number of modest contributions to a wide range of issue areas. While 

these areas are more fully elaborated upon in the concluding chapter, I have provided a brief 

overview of the main contributions with respect to the following themes: IR theory and migration; 

Africa and IR; natural resources and conflict; and autochthony studies. 

 

International Relations Theory and Migration 

First and foremost, the primary goal of this dissertation is to strengthen our understanding of the 

relationship between migration and conflict. In so doing, the research project generates new insights 

that help to illustrate how migration flows can contribute to outbreaks of violent conflict. This 

question has not been sufficiently addressed in the literature in IR, despite the recent embrace of 

migration as a security issue in its own right and its growing acceptance as a matter of ‘high politics’. 

As I have noted throughout this chapter and expand upon in the following, this recognition has not 

led to the adoption of research agendas that explore diverse categories of migrants and migration, nor 

the widespread implications associated with these population movements. Instead, the majority of 

contemporary research in IR focuses on international migration, national security, forced migration 

and developed countries. By primarily focusing on internal migration, internal security, voluntary 

migration, and in using empirical observations from the developing world, the dissertation examines 

relatively unmapped terrain and provides an original contribution to the field as it goes beyond the 

standard explanations of the migration-conflict nexus. As a result, the analysis develops a new 
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framework for explaining under what conditions and through which mechanisms migration processes 

contribute to internal conflict. 

 

Africa and International Relations 

Many scholars have noted that IR theory and the developing world make for strange bedfellows.55 

This observation is perhaps most evident when studying IR and Africa as the region is often 

considered to be most at odds with many of the dominant theories in the field.56 Given this tension, 

there is strong agreement amongst Africanist scholars in IR that the field fails to adequately address 

and incorporate African experiences, realities and interests.57 As Lemke cogently argues, this 

‘failure’ can largely be explained by the following problems which he suggests plague the study of 

Africa in IR: (1) the focus on the ‘wrong actors’; (2) the use of ‘bad data’; and (3) the frequency of 

‘missing data’.58 The same is arguably true with respect to how IR has traditionally examined 

migration, as there is a striking parallel between Lemke’s observations and the study of migration in 

IR. As I have already outlined, there is a clear problem of ‘missing data’ as there is very little 

systematic research on the impact of internal and voluntary migration on outbreaks of violent 
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conflict. Further, there is also a problem of ‘wrong actors’ as most research has ignored the above 

dynamics by privileging the study of refugees and cross-border migrants as potential sources of 

violent conflict. Finally, there is also indeed a problem of ‘bad data’ as existing research on the 

relationship between migration and conflict has failed to disaggregate migrants into different 

categories of migrants (e.g. temporary, return, labour, gender, etc.). Too often we are presented with 

macro-level generalizations about the linkages between migration and conflict, without micro-

analyses on the local cleavages between hosts and different categories of migrants. While the 

dissertation does not presume to ‘resolve’ the tensions/divisions between IR and Africa, the findings 

nonetheless provide insights into the broader relationship between migration and violent conflict by 

integrating empirical observations that recognize African experiences, realities and interests. In sum, 

the dissertation does not only demonstrate how/why Africa is relevant to the study of IR; it also, 

building on Smith’s observation, serves to “inform IR theory and encourage its development.”59 

 

Natural Resources and Conflict 

The dissertation also contributes to ongoing debates about the relationship between natural resources 

and conflict. While much research points to the central roles of such resources as diamonds and oil, 

there is much less work on the potential role of agricultural resources in fuelling violent conflict.60 

This is a major oversight as agricultural resources – and more specifically, the issue of access to land 

– are indeed deeply connected to outbreaks of violent conflict. This is indeed the case in Africa, 

where there is no natural resource more important than land.61 While there is a broad range of studies 
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on both land tenure62 and land conflicts63 in Africa, these literatures have been largely overlooked in 

the debates on natural resources and conflict. As this project examines migration and conflict in the 

cocoa sector, the empirical findings will thus help to inform debates on the linkages between 

agricultural resources and conflict. As the dissertation demonstrates, land ownership disputes 

between host and migrant populations are one of the major factors in explaining outbreaks of violent 

conflict in the cocoa regions in both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. There is also strong evidence to 

suggest that the cocoa sector has played a central role in both triggering and perpetuating Côte 

d’Ivoire’s civil war.64 By developing a model that explores the linkages between migration and 

violent conflict which recognizes the central importance of land tenure regimes, the dissertation 

highlights the relationship between natural resource development and conflict dynamics. In so doing, 

these findings can help to inform policies aimed at improving natural resource management and 

preventing outbreaks of violent conflict over the most important of all natural resources – land. 
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Autochthony Studies 

Finally, this research contributes to the burgeoning literature on the rise of autochthony.65 As 

previously mentioned, conflicts of autochthony appear to be gaining increased prominence 

throughout the African continent. While this phenomenon has been examined by academics in a wide 

range of disciplines, most scholars in IR have overlooked the deeply divisive nature of this emerging 

discourse. In short, scholars have failed to explore when and how autochthony discourses contribute 

to violent outcomes. Given the focus in the dissertation (notably in Chapter 8) on the macro, meso, 

and micro-level dynamics surrounding autochthony, the findings can help to inform the study of 

autochthony in a number of disciplines beyond Political Science, such as Anthropology, History and 

Sociology. Despite the dramatic rise in conflicts of autochthony in Africa, a similar trend has 

emerged beyond the African continent.66 In fact, one of the earliest and most influential works on 

‘sons of the soil’ conflicts examines this issue in the Indian context.67 This obviously illustrates the 

need to recognize the broader generalizations that might be inferred from the research conclusions. In 

other words, this emerging form of political violence must not be seen as yet another example of 

‘African exceptionalism’ as autochthony is alive and well beyond Africa’s borders. 
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CHAPTER OUTLINES 

Altogether, the dissertation consists of nine chapters, including the introduction and conclusion. 

Although these chapters are not grouped together under larger sections, the body of the dissertation 

has three distinct parts: (1) Chapters 2 and 3; (2) Chapters 4 and 5; and (3) Chapters 6, 7, and 8. 

Chapters 2 and 3 provide critical background information for understanding the study of migration in 

IR, and migration trends and transformations in Africa. More specifically, Chapter 2 provides a 

comprehensive overview of migration by examining a wide range of migration-related issues such as 

the political economy of migration, the politics of migration, and the study of migration in IR. Upon 

completing a review of the literature of migration in IR, the chapter charts out a new approach for 

understanding the relationship between migration and conflict by highlighting key dimensions and 

dynamics that have been largely overlooked in the literature. Meanwhile, Chapter 3 builds on the 

insights from the previous chapter by examining trends and transformations in migration dynamics in 

Africa. In so doing, the chapter maps important continuities and discontinuities with respect to 

mobility issues throughout the continent from the pre-colonial through the colonial and post-colonial 

eras. In essence, it highlights the way in which migration has shifted from a state-building strategy to 

a challenge throughout this period. At the heart of this new transformation is the rise of conflicts of 

autochthony which have served to politicize the issue of migration throughout the continent and 

helped contribute to widespread outbreaks of violent conflict. 

In the second part, Chapters 4 and 5 provide background context for understanding 

migration-conflict dynamics in both case studies. These chapters essentially explain the historical 

development of the cocoa sectors in both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, and the central role of migration. 

However, they also examine the political developments associated with the migration-cocoa complex 

in these countries. Both overviews begin by tracing the rise of the countries’ cocoa sectors during the 

colonial period. In Chapter 4, this overview further highlights the role of migration and the cocoa 

sector in creating the ‘Ivoirian miracle’. However, it also describes the vicissitudes of Ivoirian 
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politics over the last few decades, and the extent to which the issue of migration has been 

instrumentalized in Ivoirian politics. This analysis ultimately concludes by outlining the most recent 

developments in Côte d’Ivoire’s protracted crisis, namely the 2010-2011 post-election conflict that 

claimed over 3000 lives. As Chapter 5 explains, despite Ghana’s economic and political collapse 

during the post-colonial period, the issue of migration has not become a major political issue, nor 

have autochthony discourses taken root in the country’s cocoa regions.68 In short, these chapters 

introduce the reader to the strikingly similar cases of Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, where migration has 

played a pivotal role in developing the cocoa sectors in what remain the world’s largest cocoa 

producers. In so doing, they also trace the different trajectories related to migration and conflict in 

these countries. 

Finally, the third part of the dissertation systematically compares and contrasts these cases in 

order to develop a model for explaining the conditions through which migration produces violent 

conflict. This analysis integrates empirical findings from the field work and analyzes the importance 

of the following factors which have helped to explain the fundamentally different outcomes across 

these countries: differences in state-society relations; divergent land tenure regimes; variations in 

state capacity and exogenous shocks; and contrasting experiences with autochthony discourses. 

These factors are developed in three separate chapters. Chapter 6 ultimately shows how differences 

in state-society relations impacted the ways in which migrants were integrated in host communities. 

It argues that these differences had powerful implications for the granting and transfer of land to 

migrant populations. As the Ivoirian case reveals, the absence of a strong society at the local level 

facilitated a large influx of migration, creating fertile conditions for the outbreak of violent conflict. 

Chapter 7 demonstrates how variations in exogenous shocks (both political and economic) 

undermined the state’s capacity to manage the migration-cocoa complex. This chapter argues that a 
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series of interrelated political and economic crises (i.e. a ‘perfect storm’) combined to heighten the 

perception of migration as a political problem in the Ivoirian case, whereas the absence of such a 

combination of factors enabled Ghana to ‘weather the storm’ vis-à-vis the management of migration 

issues in its cocoa regions. Finally, Chapter 8 examines the powerful role of autochthony discourses 

in triggering outbreaks of violent conflict related to migration. As these cases reveal, the use of the 

autochthony trope played a seminal part in generating conflict in the Ivoirian cocoa regions, whereas 

such discourses were noticeably absent in Ghana’s cocoa regions. Fundamentally, this chapter argues 

that autochthony discourses at the macro, meso, and micro-levels added the necessary fuel to fan the 

flames around migration issues in the Ivoirian cocoa regions. 

The concluding chapter revisits the key theoretical and empirical findings and insights from 

the cases. This provides a more coherent discussion of the model of the migration-conflict nexus by 

fleshing out the broader implications of this study and the generalizability of these findings. Finally, 

while the dissertation obviously attempts to generate conclusions, it inevitably raises even more 

questions than it answers. Consequently, the chapter concludes by outlining future research 

directions that might serve to further strengthen our understanding of the relationship between 

migration and conflict. 
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Chapter 2: Migration and International Relations 

 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century approximately 200 million migrants resided outside of 

their countries of birth, up from 154 million in 1990.69 This seemingly enormous figure has led many 

to argue that we are in an ‘age of migration’.70 Yet despite this perception, levels of actual migration 

remain relatively low as by some estimates 34 of 35 people in the world are not migrants.71 

Moreover, by historical standards contemporary levels of migration are not unprecedented in their 

volume.72 Thus while it has become fashionable to speak of an ‘age of migration’ many critics argue 

that this characterization is unfounded. For example, Zolberg cites statistics on international 

migration during the 1965-96 period which show that while migration levels increased during this 

time, these levels simply grew at the same rate as overall population.73 Although contemporary 

international migration levels have remained relatively constant, other population movements – often 

unaccounted for in official statistics – have brought about dramatic transformations. This is certainly 

the case regarding internal migration, which constitutes a dominant yet underexplored form of 

mobility. The surprising scale of internal migration is dramatically illustrated by the nearly 150 

million Chinese that are estimated to have migrated from the countryside to the cities in recent 

decades.74 And yet while the state of global migration flows shows should not be exaggerated, a 

number of underlying trends and dynamics such as the end of the Cold War, the advent of 
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globalization, and the notable differentials in global demographic trends all highlight the possibilities 

of a new ‘age of migration’.75 

Although in recent decades political scientists have begun to explore the politics of 

migration, they are relative newcomers to the field of Migration Studies. In an overview of migration 

in Political Science, Freeman argues that one of the reasons why this discipline has been slow to 

study population movements “may be that migration falls at the intersection of several disciplines 

and work on it tends, therefore, to be interdisciplinary.”76 Freeman suggests that given the 

interdisciplinary nature of migration, it often falls beyond the scope of traditional issue areas in 

Political Science, such as political parties, voting and elections, and the legislative process. 

Furthermore, he notes that “[t]he professional incentive structure is such that an article read and cited 

by just ten political scientists is more valuable professionally than another read and cited by 50 

scholars of whom 45 are outside the discipline.”77 

Until the end of the Cold War, most scholars in International Relations (IR) had also largely 

ignored the issue of migration.78 During the post-Cold War era, however, a number of new themes 

and previously ignored issue areas emerged in the study of world politics. In commenting on the 

growing interest in migration and security, Weiner argued that “[m]igration and refugee issues, no 

longer the sole concern of ministries of labor or of immigration, are now matters of high international 

politics, engaging the attention of heads of states, cabinets, and key ministries involved in defense, 

                                                           
75

 Ibid., 103. 
76

 Gary Freeman, "Political Science and Comparative Immigration Politics," in International Migration Research: 

Constructions, Omissions and the Promises of Interdisciplinarity, ed. Michael Bommes and Ewa 

Morawska(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2005), 113.   
77

 Ibid., 114. Freeman further adds that “Sociologists, anthropologists, and historians do not hire or promote political 

scientists, nor do they normally referee political science manuscript submissions to journals and presses. Young 

scholars seeking to establish their careers and make a name for themselves, especially in years past when migration 

was truly invisible in political science, might reasonably conclude that migration research carries with it numerous 

pitfalls and meager promise.” 
78

 Freeman provides an insightful observation on the relative absence of interest in migration in IR: “Migration of 

persons between national states is, by definition, an international phenomenon and these days an increasingly 

important aspect of global economics. It is little short of astonishing, therefore, that the literature of international 

relations and international political economy, the fields of political science with the most plausible interest in 

migration, all but ignores the subject.” See ibid., 112.  



32 

 

internal security, and external relations.”79 Twenty years later, Weiner’s pronouncement has clearly 

stood the test of time as migration has indeed become a matter of ‘high politics’ in the new security 

agenda. In recent years, most notably since the attacks of September 11, 2001, migration has 

increasingly garnered the attention of IR scholars.80 The burgeoning literature on migration and 

security now addresses a number of complex issues such as the impacts of international migration 

flows on state capacity and the role of immigration and border control in this regard. Moreover, this 

scholarship often focuses on the issue of ‘societal security’ as it considers the potentially 

destabilizing impact of population movements on ‘national identity’ and ‘social cohesion’. Finally, 

the growing body of literature on migration and security explores emerging migration-related issues 

linked to terrorism, refugees and asylum seekers, the environment-conflict nexus, and diasporas. 

Notwithstanding the important contribution of this literature, a number of gaps remain. 

Although these works provide insights into key migration-related issues in global politics, the 

primary focus is on national security, international migration, forced migration and developed 

countries. To be sure, these dimensions and dynamics represent valid areas of concern for study in 

IR. However, this narrow focus has important implications as scholars have failed to systematically 

examine internal security, internal migration, voluntary migration, and developing countries. A 
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recent article in the journal International Security encapsulates the narrow scope of the dominant 

research on migration in IR. As summed up by the author: “This article provides a framework for 

thinking about the relationship between international migration and national security by surveying 

how cross-border migration flows affect state interests in three core areas of national security 

concern: state sovereignty, or the overall capacity and autonomy of state actors; the balance of power 

among states; and the nature of violent conflict in the international system.”81 The title of the article 

itself is further revealing – “Crossing Borders: International Migration and National Security.” The 

point here is not to critique Adamson’s work, as the article provides an important contribution to the 

field, but rather to identify a major gap in the literature on migration in IR. Simply put, scholars have 

failed to consider how internal conflict can be caused by voluntary and internal migration processes 

in developing countries. When considering that the vast majority of migration (and conflict) occurs in 

developing states it is clear that these dynamics warrant much more investigation. 

This chapter thus provides a comprehensive overview of the literature on migration in IR. It 

examines the key migration-related concerns that have preoccupied IR scholars, and identifies and 

outlines the main gaps in the literature. In the wake of the Cold War, Massey and colleagues argued 

that the theoretical base for understanding the causal forces of international migration remains 

weak.82 In the same vein, I argue that the theoretical base for understanding the complex and varied 

consequences of migration remains equally weak. As many IR scholars now recognize, much of the 

dominant theorizing in the field during the twentieth century was mired in rigid and universal 

thinking about international politics. Interestingly, while IR has adopted more diverse approaches to 

studying a wide range of new issues in world politics, it has failed to examine and theorize the 

complex role and implications of migration in global politics. This chapter, therefore, serves to 

identify and sketch out key issue areas that have gone largely unnoticed in the field. In so doing, it 
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provides a foundation for attempting to rethink the role of migration in IR. While the intent here is 

not to develop a theoretical framework of the migration-conflict nexus – as I aim to do this in the 

second part of the dissertation – this chapter nonetheless highlights the theoretically weak nature of 

scholarship on migration in IR while identifying future directions for improving our theoretical 

understanding of this important issue. 

The chapter is divided into five sections. The first section presents a brief overview of the 

political economy of migration, highlighting and critiquing the dominant models and theories for 

explaining migration. Although the purpose of the chapter is not to examine causal factors driving 

migration, but rather the potential consequences of these flows, a brief summary of some of the 

major debates in this literature provides context for understanding migration more broadly. The 

second section outlines the emergence of the politics of migration, tracing the growing interest of 

migration in Political Science and highlighting some of the central issues that political scientists have 

begun to explore. The third section introduces the literature on migration in IR. This section explores 

the issues of ‘security’, immigration and border control, terrorism, refugees and asylum seekers, the 

environment-conflict nexus, and the role of diasporas in global politics. The fourth section identifies, 

outlines, and analyzes some of the major gaps in contemporary thinking about migration in IR. This 

section ultimately provides new directions for improving our understanding of the relationship 

between migration and conflict. It systematically examines the following issue areas that have been 

largely neglected in the literature: internal conflict, internal migration, voluntary migration, and 

migration dynamics in developing countries. The final section concludes by providing a summary 

and re-iterating the chapter’s objectives while highlighting its connection to the following chapters. 

 

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF MIGRATION 

This section provides a brief overview and critique of the dominant models and theories of migration 

as well as the relationship between migration and development. While the objective of this chapter is 
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to examine the potential consequences of migration, it is important to first consider and evaluate 

those factors that are believed to cause migration flows. This review therefore provides background 

context regarding major debates that have dominated migration studies since the 1950s. Yet before 

turning our attention to these competing theories, it is worth noting some of the broader factors that 

are believed to shape migration, as well as some of the principal characteristics and myths 

surrounding these migrations. 

As outlined by Weiner, we might consider four clusters of variables that influence migration 

decisions and patterns: (1) differential variables (e.g. wage differentials, differences in employment 

rates, differences in land prices; (2) spatial variables (e.g. distance and transportation costs); (3) 

affinity variables (e.g. religion, culture, language, and kinship networks); and (4) access variables 

(e.g. exit and entry rules).83 The selection of variables is far from an arbitrary exercise as there has 

traditionally been a disciplinary divide. As Weiner argues, “[d]ifferential and spatial variables are 

usually the concern of economists; spatial variables are of particular interest to geographers; affinity 

variables attract the interest of sociologists and anthropologists; and access variables are the concern 

of political scientists and students of international relations.”84 While this generalization does not 

suggest that disciplines are bound by these categories, it nevertheless highlights the dominant 

approaches across disciplines. In broadly outlining some of the ‘common denominators’ across the 

world’s migration systems, Massey and colleagues note the following observations: (1) most 

contemporary migrants originate from countries with limited supplies of capital, low rates of job 

creation, and abundant labour reserves; (2) contemporary immigrant-receiving societies are much 

more intensive in capital than in land, as had previously been the case in earlier countries of 

destination; (3) whereas immigrants had previously been seen as a boon to economic development, 

they are no longer perceived as wanted or even needed despite the significant demand for their 
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services; (4) new destination countries have emerged in recent decades such as Japan, Germany, and 

Kuwait, despite their denial of this new trend; and (5) there are striking disparities between sending 

and receiving countries (e.g. in wealth, income, power, size, growth, and culture).85 

Finally, it is also worth noting some of the major misconceptions surrounding migration. 

Skeldon, for example, sketches out some of the following myths of migration that inform common 

understandings regarding the relationship between migration and development: (1) that peasants were 

immobile in the pre-industrial, traditional or ‘pre-modern’ societies; (2) that it is principally the 

poorest that move; (3) that rural-to-urban movements constitute the dominant form of migration in 

developing countries; (4) that migration is the principal source of urban growth in developing 

countries; and (5) that migration is a simple move from an origin to a destination.86 While there are 

indeed elements of truth in these myths, they nevertheless represent some of the central claims that 

erroneously dominate common perceptions regarding global migration patterns. As the following 

discussion reveals, migration studies is rife with over-simplistic models for explaining population 

movements. 

 

Neoclassical Economics and Migration 

During much of the latter-half of the twentieth-century, the literature on international migration was 

dominated by neoclassical economics that employed macro and micro theorizing to explain 

migration flows. The oldest, and arguably best-known theory of international migration, attempted to 

explain the role of labour migration in promoting economic development.87 The first macro model to 

address the relationship between migration and economic development was the dual economy model, 
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which sought to explain economic growth by emphasizing the interplay between the agricultural and 

industrial sectors. According to this model, the agricultural sector is viewed as the basis of an 

emerging economy, a generator of the capital necessary for take-off toward the second stage of 

economic development – industrialization.88 In this model, rural to urban migration – from 

agricultural to industrial sector − is seen as the result of geographic differences in the supply and 

demand for labour, whereby migration occurs due to the wage differentials between rural and urban 

areas aided by the presence of a reserve army of ‘underemployed’ labour in agriculture.89 In 1969, 

Todaro modified and extended the simple-wage differential approach to his new model, introducing 

the probability of finding a job in the modern sector as a key variable in explaining migration, thus 

linking urban unemployment with migration.90 This marked the beginning of micro-theories to 

explain migration flows as the premise here is that “individual rational actors decide to migrate 

because a cost-benefit calculation leads them to expect a positive net return, usually monetary, from 

movement.”91 Although these models helped to explain certain migration dynamics, they presented 

an individualistic approach to migration, failing to capture the complex reasons and multi-layered 

strategies behind migration processes. As Massey and colleagues note: 

Standard economic models have a difficult time explaining a variety of commonplace 

observations in the post-industrial world ... Although migration is clearly related to 

differentials in wages and employment (little movement generally occurs in their 

absence), economic disparities alone are not enough to explain international movement. 

By themselves, they appear to be a necessary but not sufficient condition for labour 

migration to occur.92 

 

In short, these theoretical frameworks offer an apolitical and oversimplistic account of the complex 

drivers of migration. To paraphrase Massey and colleagues, while the underlying assumptions of 
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these models are not entirely false, they are insufficient insofar as they provide a limited explanation 

of the multitude of factors that motivate migration decisions. 

 

New Economics of Labour Migration 

Diverging from the individual as decision-maker perspective embedded in neoclassical economic 

theorizing, the New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) approach emerged, conceiving 

migration as a family strategy whereby migrants and resident household members act together not 

only to maximize income, but also to minimize risks, diversify income earnings and reduce financial 

constraints through remittances.93 This approach views migration as a strategy of families to spread 

their labour assets over geographically dispersed and structurally different markets to reduce risks.94 

Unlike earlier models, the NELM approach addresses the role of remittances in the migration 

process, and views the net impact of remittances on local income generation in the area of sending as 

positive.95 As Rotte and Vogler explain, “this form of risk diversification is a particularly important 

aspect in LDCs where public social security is inadequate, and working private capital markets are 

rare. Remittances are often the biggest part of household budgets and are also highly important for 

many LDCs on the macroeconomic level.”96 Moreover, this approach contends that households send 

workers abroad to both improve income in absolute terms and to increase income relative to other 

households, thereby reducing their relative deprivation compared with other reference groups.97 In 

their comprehensive study on international migration, Massey and colleagues ultimately argue that 
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the NELM approach provides a much more nuanced and compelling account of the complex forces 

driving migration: 

In sum, a preponderance of evidence from around the world suggests that wage 

differentials, the favoured explanatory factor of neoclassical economics, account for 

some of the historical and temporal variation in international migration, but that failures 

in capital, credit, futures, and insurance markets, key factors hypothesized by the new 

economics of labour migration, constitute more powerful causes.98 

 

While the NELM approach fails to adequately integrate the political forces that shape migration 

decisions and trajectories, it nonetheless provides a much more comprehensive framework for 

understanding the multifaceted nature of labour migration. 

 

Migration and Development 

The issue of migration has also figured prominently in more recent discussions about ‘development’. 

As the ‘dual labor market theory’ and ‘world systems theory’ argue, migration is a function or 

consequence of the intrinsic labor demands of modern industrial societies and a natural response to 

global capitalist development.99 While these theories posit that migration occurs from developing to 

developed countries, Massey and colleagues highlight a crucial point in the migration-development 

nexus: “international migration does not stem from a lack of economic development, but from 

development itself” as population flows tend to come “from regions and nations that are undergoing 

rapid change and development as a result of their incorporation into global trade, information, and 

production networks.”100 This point reinforces Skeldon’s earlier observation that it is a myth to 

believe that it is the poorest that move given that it is ‘development’ processes that trigger population 

movements. 
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One of the most important issues in the migration-development nexus involves the issue of 

remittances, as countless numbers of studies highlight the powerful role that remittances play in the 

Global South. According to Skeldon, the volume of remittances flowing to the developing world 

reached approximately $US167 billion in 2005, double the amount in 2000.101 Meanwhile, Sørensen 

notes that many less developed countries’ remittances amount to approximately 13 per cent of their 

GDP, and can even account for much more, as in the case of Somalia where 25-40 per cent of 

families receive remittances.102 Finally, Putnam echoes the importance of remittances (and 

technology transfer) stating as follows: “So powerful is this effect that despite ‘brain drain’ costs, 

increasing annual northward immigration by only three percentage points might produce net benefits 

greater than meeting all our national targets for development assistance plus cancelling all Third 

World debt plus abolishing all barriers to Third World trade.”103 However, Putnam’s point highlights 

another key issue in the discussion over migration and development – the concern over the 

outmigration of skilled labourers (i.e. the ‘brain drain’). As Skeldon reminds us, “The migration of 

skilled persons can perhaps be seen as the other side of the coin from remittances. Whereas 

developing countries gain from the remittances sent by their migrants in destination countries, such 

countries lose through the outmigration of their skilled personnel.”104 The literature on the brain drain 

is too vast to cite here; but needless to say, it speaks to the complex ways in which migration impacts 

development. If nothing else, perhaps we must approach the issue of migration much more cautiously 

in considering its relationship with development as it would be incorrect to view migration as either 
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positively or negatively related to development. Rather, to quote Skeldon, “it is but part of that whole 

process of change that is implied in the term ‘development’.”105 

Notwithstanding the important contributions of the above-noted theories and issues 

surrounding the ‘political economy of migration’, this cursory review reveals that there is little to no 

discussion of the political factors influencing migration flows. While economic and social variables 

arguably play crucial roles in shaping migration decisions and patterns, we must also consider the 

instrumental role of political variables in influencing population movements. This attempt to 

synthesize the literature on the political economy of migration ultimately sheds light on the over-

determinism of the economics of migration, while revealing the failure to seriously consider those 

political factors that are undoubtedly significant in explaining migration flows. In the following 

section I focus on the politics of migration. In so doing, this analysis serves to (1) explain why 

Political Science failed to examine migration; (2) trace the emergence of this issue in the field; and 

(3) outline the core issue areas that have come to dominate the study of migration in Political 

Science. 

 

THE POLITICS OF MIGRATION: MIGRATION IN POLITICAL SCIENCE 

The above section clearly illustrates the tendency in the theoretical literature to rely upon economic 

and social factors to explain population movements. Yet despite the importance of economic and 

social variables, political factors must also be considered in explaining population movements as 

migration is a deeply politicized phenomenon in both sending and receiving areas. To be fair, some 

political scientists have seriously considered the issue of migration for some time, as the study of the 

politics of migration took flight in the late 1980s and 1990s. However, for many of these scholars 

they have principally found audiences in multi-disciplinary settings, notably amongst sociologists, 
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anthropologists, and historians.106 In other words, Political Science has not only come late to the 

study of migration, but has also failed to embrace the issue as a core area of research.107 

As noted above, the lack of professional incentives for political scientists to study migration 

helps to explain the marginalization of this issue in the field. This problem has been further 

compounded by the longstanding failure of theories of international migration to seriously consider 

the agency of the state in influencing the volume and composition of international migration.108 

Given the ontological primacy of the state as a unit of analysis in Political Science, in failing to 

recognize the state as a central actor in migration processes, migration failed to capture the interest of 

most political scientists. This is a major oversight as the state has historically played a highly 

politicized role in influencing migration flows. As Massey notes, “[w]ell into the 1980s, the 

governments of the Soviet Union, China, Cuba, and to a lesser extent other communist-dominated 

countries employed repressive measures to limit international travel by their citizens, holding rates of 

emigration well below those that might otherwise have prevailed.”109 With the end of the Cold War, 

migration flows quickly accelerated as state policies aimed at holding emigration rates at artificially 

low levels came to a halt. For example, the annual number of emigrants from Russia grew from 

around 16,000 during 1985-89 to over 102,000 in 1990-94, a six fold increase in merely a few years. 

Meanwhile, the annual number of officially registered Chinese emigrant workers grew from over 
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37,000 in 1982-84 to 135,000 by 1990-91.110 However, as migration had been viewed as a 

“temporary or conjunctural phenomenon”111 during much of the Cold War, it did not feature 

prominently on the radar of most political scientists. 

Although widespread interest in migration did not occur until the end of the Cold War, many 

scholars had in fact already begun investigating the ‘politics of migration’. Interest in the issue of 

migration appears to coincide with the shifting migration dynamics of the Post-World War II period, 

when not only scholars but also governments, politicians and voters became increasingly preoccupied 

by the issue of migration. As Massey explains, “[s]ince 1975 ... as the volume of immigration has 

risen, as the presence of immigrants has become more permanent, as economic growth has slowed, 

and as wage in-equality has increased, policymaking has progressively shifted from the bureaucratic 

to the public arena, and from client to electoral politics.”112 In recent decades migration has thus not 

only sparked interest amongst political scientists, but also within the general public. While there are a 

number of reasons that serve to explain why migration has generated so much public interest, central 

among them are the widespread (yet misinformed) fears that Western, industrialized countries are 

“being swamped by tidal waves of poor migrants from outside.”113 These misperceptions are by no 

means irrelevant as they often influence public policy decisions regarding migration. Despite the fact 

that it is incorrect to speak of a current (or impending) ‘global migration crisis’,114 the misperception 

that such a crisis is upon ‘us’ has generated growing concerns in both academic and policy 

communities. While this interest has spawned research in a plethora of issue areas with direct and 

indirect links to migration, three major themes have emerged in the politics of migration: (1) the 
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issue of control (i.e. the state’s role in shaping rules of entry and exit); (2) the question of 

incorporation (i.e. how immigration affects citizenship, political behaviour, and society); and (3) the 

impact of migration on international relations (i.e. how migration affects the sovereignty and security 

of the state).115 In the remainder of this section, I consider the first two themes before turning to the 

third theme in the next section. 

 

The Issue of Control 

The issue of control considers the role of the state in influencing both the entry and exit of migrants. 

Given the importance of controlling flows into and out of one’s borders – as this is indeed an 

essential element of state sovereignty – the issue of control is of central importance in the study of 

the politics of migration. Yet despite the significance of this issue, theories of international migration 

have largely ignored the impact of state immigration policies on migration flows. This has led some 

to argue that “[w]hat’s missing is a theory of the state and the way in which it influences population 

movements.”116 Despite the failure to develop rich theoretical accounts of the role of the state in 

shaping migration flows, recent works by political scientists have generated new insights into the 

diverse factors affecting immigration policies.117 While some scholarship has addressed the issue of 

emigration policies, the vast majority examines the ‘receiving end’, focusing on the rules of entry. In 

theoretical terms, Hollifield and Brettell argue that political scientists tend to be split theoretically as 

some lean heavily toward a more interest-based, micro-economic (rational-choice) approach, while 

others favor institutional, cultural, or ideational explanations for the rise of migration in advanced 
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industrial democracies.118 One thing, however, is clear: the issue of control is deeply political as 

governments and politicians recognize the politically-charged nature of discussions and debates 

surrounding immigration policy. This point is clearly articulated by Massey: 

Faced with mounting public pressure to control immigration, but with the root causes of 

international migration lying largely beyond their reach in the forces of the global 

economy, and with formal policies of restriction under growing moral and judicial 

challenge, politicians in many developed countries have turned increasingly to symbolic 

policy instruments to create an appearance of control. ... Repressive policies such as 

vigorous border enforcement, the bureaucratic harassment of aliens, and the restriction of 

immigrants’ access to social services may or may not be effective, but they all serve an 

important political purpose: they are visible, concrete, and generally popular with citizen 

voters.119 

 

Interest in the issue of control is largely the result of the global changes that have occurred 

with respect to the liberalization of exit. As alluded to earlier, the end of the Cold War brought about 

dramatic transformations in emigration policies in the former Communist countries, dramatically 

altering migration patterns and heightening the issue of the politics of control in receiving countries. 

Zolberg, however, points to a critical transformation that underscores a paradigmatic shift regarding 

the liberalization of exit; namely, that this liberalization occurred throughout the entire postcolonial 

world. In fact, Zolberg reminds us that it is often forgotten that prior to independence (circa 1947-

1970s), the migration of colonial subjects to their metropoles was severely restricted, most notably in 

the case of migration to foreign states as this required the obtainment of a passport.120 In short, the 

widespread perception that the developed world is in the midst of an immigration crisis is largely 

attributable “to the fact that the liberalization of exit world-wide shifted the burden of control on 

potential receivers.” In other words, it is now incumbent upon developed states to control 

immigration flows that had previously been largely managed by colonial and/or other foreign 

powers. This brings us to our second theme – the question of incorporation. 
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The Question of Incorporation 

The question of incorporation is much broader than the issue of control. This theme addresses a range 

of issues related to incorporation such as the impact of migration on citizenship, political behaviour 

and society. The literature on these themes is far too vast to fully address here. However, Hollifield 

provides an excellent survey of the main theoretical perspectives, or ‘categories’, on the social 

impact of immigration on host societies. According to Hollifield, we can identify four ‘recognizable 

categories’: (1) the Smithian or liberal view (i.e. market-oriented societies are extremely dynamic 

and thus able to absorb large numbers of immigrants); (2) the neo-Malthusian view (i.e. immigration 

can be harmful to some or all segments of the population since every society has limited resources 

and limited numbers of jobs); (3) the Marxist view (i.e. immigration heightens class conflict and can 

contribute to further politicizing and ethnicizing the working class); and (4) the Durkheimian view 

(i.e. immigration can contribute to a sense of alienation, which in turn may lead to the fragmentation 

or dissolution of society).121 Although this categorization is obviously a simplified view of the 

complex theorizing on the impact of migration on host societies, it nevertheless highlights the range 

of perspectives. 

The question of incorporation is front and center in ongoing political debates in Western 

liberal democracies. Putnam, for example, states that “[o]ne of the most important challenges facing 

modern societies, and at the same time one of our most significant opportunities, is the increase in 

ethnic and social heterogeneity in virtually all advanced countries.”122 Although Putnam argues that 

increased immigration and diversity are not only inevitable, but also desirable over the long run, he 

simultaneously notes that immigration and ethnic diversity can challenge social solidarity and inhibit 

social capital in the short to medium run.123 This ultimately leads him to suggest that “the central 
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challenge for modern, diversifying societies is to create a new, broader sense of ‘we’.”124 Putnam’s 

concerns highlight the importance of the issue of incorporation as they speak to the fundamental role 

of immigration in influencing host societies. Given the importance of this issue, political scientists 

are increasingly cognizant of the political impacts of migration on a variety of political issues.125 As 

revealed in the following section, the third and final theme – the impact of migration on international 

relations – has also become a major preoccupation of political scientists in recent years. 

 

MIGRATION AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS: 

AN OVERVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Although the issue of migration has recently captured the attention of IR scholars, the discipline has 

historically neglected the study of population movements. The failure to seriously consider migration 

flows in IR is somewhat of a mystery as migration – often defined as the movement of people across 

national boundaries – is an international phenomenon. Thus despite the fact that migration is 

arguably a natural and logical research topic for IR, it has ultimately failed to emerge as a core issue 

area. Indeed, Choucri notes that “the absence of migration as a topic in graduate courses in the field 

and its practical non-existence in the textbooks” is a prime example of the pervasive neglect by IR 

scholars.126 Meanwhile, the vast majority of ‘classic works’ in IR from the 1980s and 1990s failed to 

even mention migration in their indexes.127 When migration is recognized, Choucri argues “it is 

almost always in idiosyncratic terms – a case analysis – not in terms of generic theoretical 

underpinnings or attendant processes.”128 Given the widespread neglect of population movements in 

IR, a number of migration-related issues have gone largely unexplored. Over twenty-five years ago, 
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for example, Weiner argued that the following migration-related questions were being overlooked: 

(1) How do state actions shape population movements? (2) Under what conditions does migration 

lead to conflict and/or cooperation? (3) What domestic policies do governments implement to 

adjust/influence population flows?129 Sadly, these questions continue to receive far less attention than 

they deserve. 

Given the seemingly important implications for international politics, why has IR failed to 

embrace the study of migration? The answer to this question lies in the important distinction between 

high and low politics that has characterized much thinking in IR. In discussing the relative absence of 

research on migration in IR, Hollifield provides an excellent synthesis of the importance of this 

distinction. As Hollifield rightly notes, during the Cold War period from 1945-1960 IR theorists 

tended to divide international politics into two categories: high and low. He further adds: 

In the realist formulation, high politics – the paramount subject of international relations 

– is concerned with national security, foreign policy, and issues of war and peace, 

whereas low politics is concerned with domestic issues relating to social and economic 

policy. In this framework, international migration, like any economic or social issue, 

belongs in the realm of low politics and therefore was not a subject of analyses by 

scholars of international relations, especially national security and foreign-policy 

analysts.130 

 

As the realist paradigm was the dominant approach during this period, the issue of migration was 

largely sidelined throughout the Cold War. Since “migration did not directly affect the balance of 

power, the East-West struggle, or the nature of the international system, with the exception of 

refugees,” it did not warrant serious attention by IR scholars.131 While some scholars have argued 

that international population movements had obvious implications for questions of peace and war 

long before the end of the Cold War,132 it was not until the post-Cold War period that migration 
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captured the attention of large numbers of IR scholars. In the wake of the Cold War, the discipline 

came to recognize the important role of a variety of new actors and previously ignored issues. In 

Miller’s words, “the proliferation of diplomatic activity on international migration-related questions, 

the progress of regional socioeconomic integration and the liberalization of trade, which is partially 

designed to reduce migratory pressures over the long-term, and the adoption of new laws and 

regulations concerning aliens” all signalled the new awareness of the linkages between international 

migration and security.133 

Yet notwithstanding the growing recognition of the importance of migration in international 

politics, it was not until the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 that migration became a major 

topic of research in IR. Thus despite the fact that migration is still a somewhat marginalized issue, 

there is much evidence to suggest that IR has finally come to recognize population movements as an 

important area of research. Many of the leading journals in the field have recently published articles 

related to migration.134 Moreover, a cursory examination of new textbooks on international security 

and international politics shows that they include chapters on migration.135 While IR has a long way 

to go in examining the complex ways in which migration affects international politics, new 

developments suggest that it has begun to embrace the idea of recognizing population flows as not 

only a valid area of research but one that cannot be ignored. In the remaining pages of this section, I 

provide an overview of the major themes and issues that have emerged in the study of migration in 

IR. Although this is by no means an exhaustive list of the contemporary research on migration in IR, 

it nevertheless highlights major issue areas with direct links to migration that have gained 
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prominence in the literature. These issues include ‘security’, immigration and border control, 

terrorism, refugees and asylum seekers, the environment-conflict nexus, and the role of diasporas in 

global politics.136 

 

‘Security’ 

Most of the contemporary focus on migration in IR revolves around the issue of ‘security’. Is 

migration a security issue? How does migration affect security? Whose security is affected by 

migration (i.e. human security, national security, regional security)? In examining the relationship 

between migration and security, Dannreuther argues that “[i]nternational migration is probably one 

of the most cited, yet also most contested, areas of the new security agenda.”137 Much of the debate 

surrounding the relationship between migration and security is influenced by the diverging 

perceptions and misperceptions about migration. As Weiner reminds us, “[a]ny attempt to classify 

types of threats from immigration quickly runs into distinctions between ‘real’ and ‘perceived’ 

threats, or into absurdly paranoid notions of threat or mass anxieties that can best be described as 

xenophobic and racist.”138 This point is echoed by Cornelius and Rosenblum who argue that while 

the actual effects of immigration on receiving countries are generally modest, “many citizens of 

migrant-receiving states perceive negative consequences – economic and noneconomic – that lead 

them to prefer more restrictive immigration policies.”139 The challenge of establishing a causal 

relationship between migration and ‘security’ is further compounded by the inherently subjective 

nature of both concepts, as the definition of these concepts is “dependent on who is defining the 

terms and who benefits by defining the terms in a given way.”140 Both realists and social 
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constructivists (most notably from the Copenhagen School) have hesitated in considering migration 

as a legitimate security threat. While in principle social constructivists support the widening of the 

security agenda, “in practice, their main claim is that the ‘securitization’ of immigration should be 

understood as a retrogressive and illiberal move, which shifts migration from its proper realm of 

politics to the less accountable and exceptional realm of security.”141 

Placing these debates aside, we might ask: how does migration affect security? Intuitively, we 

can concur with Miller that the scale, nature, and duration of migration flows undoubtedly influence 

the scope of the potential security implications.142 Despite the simplistic nature of this statement, it 

nonetheless provides a compelling list of variables for considering the relationship between 

migration and security. In more recent years, however, a number of works have developed more 

nuanced frameworks for explaining the relationship between migration and security. For example, 

Rudolph argues that migration now rests at the intersection of three key elements of the 

contemporary security dilemma: (1) the production and accumulation of economic power; (2) the 

changing nature of war; and (3) growing concerns associated with social identities and the link 

between threats to national identity and governmental legitimacy.143 Meanwhile, Adamson argues 

that migration influences three core areas of state power: economic, military, and diplomatic.144 On 

the economic front, she cites the important roles of a variety of migrants – such as labour migrants 

and students – as well as a number of issues – including the brain drain and remittances. On the 

military front, Adamson points to the vital roles that migrants have played in providing technical and 

intelligence expertise, while also citing the large number of soldiers that are migrants. Finally, she 

suggests that migrants play an essential diplomatic role, as migrants can often serve as ambassadors, 

important lobby groups and links with other states through diasporas. Aside from the multiple ways 
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in which migration influences these core areas of state power, Adamson further states that migration 

flows interact with other factors in contributing to the outbreak of violent conflict in the international 

system “by providing resources that help to fuel internal conflicts; by providing opportunities for 

networks of organized crime; and by providing conduits for international terrorism.”145 

Notwithstanding the importance of economic, military and diplomatic variables in explaining 

the linkages between migration and security, it is arguably cultural factors that have garnered the 

most attention. As alluded to in Rudolph’s third point, there is growing concern over the issue of the 

impact of migration on social identities. This point is also captured by Adamson who notes that 

“[i]nternational migration processes call into question the cultural basis of a state’s identity.”146 

Although migration can lead to more liberal and expansive national identities, it can also provoke 

profound insecurity with respect to the ‘societal security’ of the host population. Predominantly 

espoused by the ‘Copenhagen School’ and other critical theorists and constructivists, the notion of 

‘societal security’ has gained traction as an inseparable element of ‘national security’.147 And yet 

while there has been much focus on the impact of migration for host societies, there has been very 

little discussion over the security of migrant populations, and very little concern over the backlash 

against migrant populations and widespread anti-immigrant violence and discrimination.148 This 

indeed raises concerns since, as Castles and Miller note, “[w]here states are unable to create legal 

migration systems for necessary labour, many migrants are also forced to move under conditions of 

considerable insecurity. Smuggling, trafficking, bonded labour and lack of human and worker rights 
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are the fate of millions of migrants.”149 Given the extent of discrimination and widespread 

insecurities facing migrants, the security of migrants clearly warrants much more attention in IR. 

 

Immigration and Border Control 

The focus on immigration and border control is closely connected to the above discussion on 

security. The centrality of borders in international politics cannot be underestimated as borders 

constitute a hallmark feature of the international system. This is owing to the fact that a state’s right 

to control movements across its borders is a fundamental element of state sovereignty.150 The 

importance of borders is not only confined to political, economic and security realms, as borders also 

play a fundamental role in defining the state itself. Indeed, borders “remain significant because they 

provide social closure and symbolic separation between peoples and cultures” and along with the 

institution of citizenship, “designate both inclusion and exclusion and define the sociopolitical 

community.”151 What is more, the ability of the state to maintain control over its borders and to 

formulate a coherent national identity is a critical precondition for the maintenance of state security 

in multiple areas.152 In short, the failure to control one’s territorial borders can ultimately precipitate 

serious security challenges, including an onslaught of refugee flows, the dangerous presence of 

‘refugee warriors’ and political enemies, and the rise of criminal networks.153 

In light of the numerous threats associated with uncontrolled immigration, governments have 

responded with a variety of policy responses to strengthen controls over migration flows across their 

borders. Where governments face unwanted flows that they are unable to control, some countries 
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have used dramatic measures to halt immigration. These may include: (1) paying the home country 

of the migrants to prevent emigration; (2) employing a variety of threats to the sending country to 

prevent the exodus of their populations; and (3) using armed intervention to change the political 

conditions in the sending country.154 Despite the occasional adoption of such measures, most 

countries must balance their security concerns with their need for large numbers of labour migrants. 

Thus while the issue of immigration and border control is clearly an important element in the broader 

considerations of states’ security calculus, so too is the need to adopt policies that are not overly 

restrictive towards immigration.155 At a practical level, this is indeed a challenge that many 

policymakers must face. At a theoretical level, how states balance these often contradictory forces is 

an important question that warrants greater attention in the field of IR. One thing is clear, however – 

it is critical for both scholars and policymakers to move beyond a simplistic framework that “views 

immigration policy as a choice between a security-driven ‘fortress’ and an uncontrolled ‘opening of 

the floodgates’.”156 

 

Terrorism 

Although the issue of migration and terrorism in IR pre-dates the terrorist attacks on September 11, 

2001,157 these attacks triggered a tsunami of scholarly interest regarding the relationship between 

migration and terrorism. This, of course, is owing to the fact that all of the terrorists reportedly 

exploited loopholes in existing laws in order to infiltrate the United States.158 Thus while many 

students of IR had largely ignored the linkages between migration and security prior to this period, 

the attacks of 9/11 coupled with the bombings in Madrid, London and elsewhere greatly increased 
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the relevance of the security dimension of international migration flows.159 It is important to also 

emphasize here the significant impact of the terrorist attacks in Europe in solidifying interest in the 

issue of migration. While scholars and policymakers obviously recognized the connection between 

migration and terrorism in the attacks of 9/11, the London and Madrid attacks cemented the 

relationship between migration and terrorism. As both of these attacks were carried out by 

immigrants with putative links to al-Qaeda, no one could henceforth refute the links between 

migration and terrorist activities.160 

Interestingly, whereas the ‘out of sight, out of mind’ principle helped to ease societal 

insecurities over immigration in the 1990s in many Western liberal states, in the post-9/11 period it is 

now the “invisibility of the undocumented or out-of-status migrant population that generates 

vulnerability in terms of potential terrorist activity.”161 Consequently, many governments have 

stepped up surveillance of their own migrant populations. In addition to these new insecurities, 

concerns over the relationship between migration and terrorism have taken on an added dimension 

with the development of new forms of weapons of mass destruction. As Rudolph highlights, 

“because migration represents the most likely vehicle by which weapons of mass destruction can be 

delivered by terrorists to their targets, migration and border policy must be considered integral to the 

contemporary security paradigm.”162 Yet Rudolph is careful to note the economic implications in 

revisiting immigration and border policies in the new ‘security paradigm’. According to Rudolph, 

“[a]ddressing the terrorist threat without dismantling the economic gains offered by trading-state 

openness is a challenge that will likely dominate the construction of security policy in all advanced 
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industrial states.”163 As with the issue of immigration and border control, balancing the security 

concerns related to migration and terrorism with the need to maintain open borders will continue to 

be a delicate task. 

 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers 

Given the clear connections between forced migration (i.e. refugees and asylum seekers) and IR, one 

would expect the issue to be of great interest to the discipline. Yet IR scholars have been slow to 

examine the profound and complex implications of forced migration for international politics. 

Notwithstanding the important contribution of Zolberg and colleagues in their 1989 book, Escape 

from Violence: Conflict and the Refugee Crisis in the Developing World, the scholarship on forced 

migration in IR remains relatively sparse.164 However, while most scholars in IR had historically 

failed to integrate the study of forced migration into the discipline, there is growing recognition of 

the need to consider the political dimensions of forced migrations. In many ways, the discipline has 

finally come to embrace Weiner’s arguments from the early 1990s that forced and induced migration 

are indeed political as governments often play active roles in influencing population movements. In 

writing about the politicized role of governments, Weiner carefully identified the following 

objectives that motivate governments to expel populations: (1) to achieve cultural homogeneity or to 

assert the dominance of an ethnic community over another; (2) to deal with political dissidents and 

class enemies; and (3) to achieve a larger foreign policy objective.165 More recently, a number of 

works have begun to emerge that consider the politics of forced migration. For example, Greenhill 

builds on Weiner’s third point by examining how ‘coercive engineered migration’ can be used as a 
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foreign policy tool.166 According to Greenhill, many states have intentionally created, or threatened 

to create, mass population movements as a means of pressuring and coercing other states.167 On the 

receiving end, Milner explores the critical role of politics – at the local, national and international 

levels – in shaping asylum policies throughout Africa.168 As Milner’s analysis reveals, state 

responses to refugee flows are heavily influenced by political processes. 

Many recent works in IR have begun to examine a hitherto ignored dimension of forced 

migration – refugees as security concerns and causes of conflict. Milner, for example, argues that 

while the language of security is abused, and while refugees themselves often experience extreme 

insecurity, “the hosting of refugees may result in a number of security concerns for African host 

states and governing regimes.”169 These concerns can be either ‘direct’ – “resulting from the presence 

of armed elements within the refugee population, the spillover of violence and the proliferation of 

small arms within the host country”170 – or ‘indirect’ – “resulting from increased crime and insecurity 

within the refugee-populated area, grievances against refugees by the local population, and changes 

in the domestic political opportunity structure arising from the arrival and prolonged presence of 

refugees.”171 There is also a growing body of literature that explores the relationship between forced 

migration and violent conflict. Much of this work examines the impact of refugee flows on the spread 

of civil war. Lischer, for example, uses a comparative analysis from cases involving Afghan, Bosnian 

and Rwandan refugees to argue that it is fundamentally the political context of the crisis itself that 
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best explains the spread of civil war arising from refugee flows.172 Other scholars have used large-N 

studies to examine the links between refugees and displaced populations and the increased risk of 

conflicts in both host and origin countries. In one of the most prominent works, Salehyan and 

Gleditsch find strong evidence to suggest that the presence of refugees from neighboring countries 

leads to an increased probability of violence.173 In a similar vein, scholars have also posited a 

relationship between refugee migration and outbreaks of violent conflict between states.174 Given 

these results, the issue of forced migration will undoubtedly continue to generate much interest in IR. 

 

Environment-Conflict Nexus 

In recent decades there has been much discussion surrounding the linkages between the environment, 

migration and conflict. As Choucri writes, “among the most pervasive security-related implications 

of population movement are those that affect (and are affected by) the natural environment” as 

“nature itself is a player and often a critical actor mediating between migration, on the one hand, and 

security, on the other.”175 During the 1990s the ‘Toronto Group’, led by Thomas Homer-Dixon, 

provoked intense debate by positing a causal relationship between environmental degradation and 

violent conflict.176 In short, these scholars argued that increased scarcities could lead to large-scale 

migrations resulting in heightened – and often violent – competition for resources. In more recent 

years, a number of scholars have revisited the ‘environment-conflict nexus’. This new scholarship 

principally considers the relationship between climate-change-induced migration and violent 
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conflict.177 In systematically examining the causal links between climate change, migration, and 

conflict, Reuveny concludes the following: 

Environmental migration does not always lead to conflict, but when it does, the conflict 

intensity can be very high, including interstate and intrastate wars. In almost all the 

conflict cases, the receiving areas were underdeveloped and depended on the 

environment for livelihood. Other factors associated with conflict include resident-

migrant ethno-religious tension and competition over resources and resource scarcity in 

the receiving areas. Environmental problems alone do not explain the outcome ... but 

they do appear to play important contributing roles in these episodes.178 

 

To reiterate, the fundamental premise of Reuveny’s argument is that if climate change causes severe 

environmental degradation, large numbers of people may leave affected areas (notably in the Global 

South), which can in turn lead to conflict between migrants and residents in receiving areas.179 

Despite the widespread interest in the ‘environment-conflict nexus’, many scholars are 

indeed sceptical of the putative causal relationship between environmental degradation and 

conflict.180 Much of this critique has been directed towards Homer-Dixon and colleagues. The 

general thrust of these critiques is summed up by Goldstone, who states that in the years since 

Homer-Dixon provoked controversy and concern by claiming that society is ‘on the threshold’ of a 

period in which environmental change will lead to increases in armed conflicts, “the search for 

evidence behind this claim has provided little support.”181 In fact, Goldstone argues that detailed 

cross-national studies have found weak relations between environmental degradation and both 
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international and domestic armed conflict. This ultimately leads him to boldly state that “long-term 

environmental degradation of the kind that often accompanies development (e.g., soil erosion, 

deforestation and air and water pollution) has little or no significant role in generating civil or 

international wars.”182 Notwithstanding the disputed nature and weak evidence in support of the 

environment-conflict ‘thesis’, this theme will surely continue to provoke interest and discussion in 

both academic and policy circles. 

 

Diasporas 

Given the unique and important migration histories of Western ‘settler’ countries (e.g. Australia, 

Canada, New Zealand, and United States of America), there has been longstanding interest in many 

states regarding the ‘politics of diasporas’. In more recent decades, however, an increased level of 

migration to European countries – alongside ever-shifting demographic patterns of migration to the 

above countries – has further heightened interest in the politics of diaspora. Consequently, the role of 

diasporas has emerged as a significant area of research amongst IR scholars.183 The complex role of 

this critically important migrant population was underscored by Teitelbaum nearly thirty years ago. 

As Teitelbaum argued, immigrant populations do not only influence a receiving country’s policies 

toward a sending country, since the latter may even seek “to mobilize its expatriate population in 

support of its own positions in dealings with the receiving country.”184 In other words, the diaspora 

can be a powerful interest group by acting as an important political lobby. Although many 

immigrants do not maintain close relations with their homelands, some diasporas can heavily 

influence both domestic and international policies. As Shain and Barth write, some diasporas “seek 

to advance their identity-based interests, both directly through lobbying and indirectly by providing 
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information to the institutional actors. Furthermore, given their international location, they are 

singularly (among interest groups) important to the homeland government as tools of influence vis-à-

vis foreign governments.”185 

Yet one of the most interesting and important elements of diasporas in international politics 

relates to the leading role that these migrants play in both fuelling and mitigating conflicts. 

Fundamentally, as Smith and Stares ask, are diasporas peace wreckers or peace makers?186 There is 

no obvious and simple answer to this question as diasporas can arguably foment, help prevent, and 

even assist in resolving conflicts. One of the most striking examples of the complex engagement of 

such groups in international politics is the powerful role of the Jewish diaspora in the United States. 

The Jewish diaspora has historically played and continues to play an instrumental role in influencing 

US foreign policy in the Middle East. Whether or not this diaspora has been more peace wrecker than 

peace maker is obviously a contentious question.187 Finally, in recent years, scholars have 

increasingly recognized the nefarious role of certain diasporas in both triggering and fuelling violent 

internal conflicts. Clearly, as Shain and Barth point out, “diasporic influence is not always 

constructive.”188 Citing a recent RAND study, the authors note that “with foreign governmental 

support to insurgency declining, diasporas have become a key factor in sustaining insurgencies.”189 

This cursory overview of diaspora politics ultimately highlights some of the significant ways in 

which this category of migrants influences international politics. 
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RETHINKING THE MIGRATION-CONFLICT NEXUS: 

IDENTIFYING GAPS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH 

 

The above overview provides a brief synthesis of the main themes in the contemporary literature on 

migration in IR. While far from exhaustive, it has identified the following issues that have recently 

emerged as major topics of interest in the field: migration and ‘security’; immigration and border 

control; migration and terrorism; refugees and asylum seekers; the environment-conflict nexus; and 

the role of diasporas in global politics. As this list reveals, IR has made significant progress in 

recognizing and analyzing some of the complex links between population movements and 

international politics. To be sure, the growing awareness of migration as a matter of high politics is 

indeed to be welcomed. And yet while in many respects this represents a positive development, there 

is also cause for concern as the emerging body of literature has adopted a narrow research agenda. 

Consequently, the literature has neglected to systematically examine a number of important 

dimensions of the migration-conflict nexus. Thus notwithstanding the welcome addition of this 

scholarship in IR, our understanding of the political implications of migration remains limited. In 

what follows, I argue that the following trends help to explain the main gaps in the literature on 

migration in IR: (1) the focus on national security as opposed to internal conflict; (2) the emphasis 

on international migration instead of internal migration; (3) the preoccupation with forced migration 

and neglect of voluntary migration; and (4) the focus on developed countries and marginalization of 

developing countries. By expanding upon each of these points, I aim to identify the enduring gaps in 

the literature and to suggest future directions for research in IR. In so doing, this brief overview 

fundamentally highlights the need to rethink the migration-conflict nexus. 

 

National Security vs. Internal Conflict 

The dominant narrative in the literature on migration in IR perceives migration as a potential threat to 

national security. According to this perspective, a host of migration-related factors can serve to 
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undermine the state’s security. This narrative is clearly evoked in Weiner’s landmark article on 

migration and security. As Weiner writes, there are “five broad categories of situations in which 

refugees or migrants may be perceived as a threat to the country that produces the emigrants, to the 

country that receives them, or to relations between sending and receiving countries.”190 Weiner’s 

analysis is clearly limited to the level of the state, as he identifies and outlines pathways through 

which migration undermines national security.191 While these pathways undoubtedly have 

implications for understanding internal conflict, Weiner is primarily concerned with threats to the 

state’s security. In the same vein, Choucri develops a model for explaining the ‘security calculus’ of 

the state and the role of migration in this equation. According to Choucri, three factors help to 

explain a state’s security – military security, regime security and structural security.192 Although her 

framework provides insights into the relationship between migration and national security, it does not 

spell out the implications for internal conflicts within the state. In short, these otherwise important 

works fail to address the following question: what role do migration flows – both international and 

internal – play in triggering or fuelling internal conflicts between groups within the state? Given the 

focus on national security, the dominant approach has ultimately overlooked the relationship between 

migration and internal conflicts, such as civil wars,193 rebel insurgencies, ethnic violence and 

conflicts over land. 

In order to probe the relationship between migration and internal conflict, we might consider 

the utility of the concept of ‘societal security’. According to Waever, societal security refers to “the 
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sustainability, within acceptable conditions for evolution, of traditional patterns of language, culture, 

association, and religious and national identity and custom.”194 This concept is directly tied to the 

issue of migration, as many scholars argue that migration can undermine societal security. Rudolph, 

for example, states that “the most volatile threat to notions of stable identity comes with the 

movement of people.”195 Furthermore, he adds that “[m]ass migration is the most viable means of 

initiating rapid demographic and social change that can in turn create perceptions of threat and bring 

identity issues to the forefront of the political agenda in receiving states.”196 It is critical to note here 

that the concept of societal security is embedded in the discourse on migration and national security. 

Proponents of this concept argue that societal security is deeply wedded to national security, as a 

threat to social cohesion and national identity is ultimately a threat to national security. Thus 

according to this logic, migration is viewed as a threat to the state by virtue of destabilizing social 

cohesion and undermining national identity. Given the focus on national security, the societal 

security framework ignores the following questions: Could migration flows threaten identities at the 

local level within the state, thus bringing about internal conflicts? Would such a threat to social 

cohesion at the local level be possible without undermining national security at the state level? The 

answer to these questions is arguably yes. Yet before we can draw such conclusions, IR scholars 

need to systematically examine these questions. 

The point here is neither to dismiss the importance of national security nor to downplay the 

link between migration and the security of the state. Rather, it is to emphasize the need to consider 

the relationship between migration and internal conflict. To be sure, the two issues arguably share 

some of the same causal logic, as internal conflicts (e.g. civil wars, rebel insurgencies, ethnic 

conflicts, etc.) and inter-state disputes often occur for the same reasons. Yet it is short-sighted and 
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counter-productive to narrow our analysis to the level of the state; especially when we consider the 

impact of migration processes at the local level. As Heisler reminds us, while it is the state that 

manages migration-related policies, “the most important impacts of migration are local.”197 Should 

we not assume that migration-related conflicts would be most pronounced at the local level? If we 

ultimately hope to better understand the complex relationship between migration and conflict, we 

must therefore begin to consider how migration processes trigger and/or exacerbate internal 

conflicts.198 

 

International Migration vs. Internal Migration 

One of the most important distinctions in the field of Migration Studies relates to the issue of levels 

of analysis. As Guild notes, “[t]he first key boundary in migration studies is that between movement 

within a country and movement across international borders.”199 Although some disciplines – such as 

Geography and Anthropology – are less inclined to accept the internal-international dichotomy in 

Migration Studies, the vast majority of scholarship on migration adopts such an approach. Moreover, 

the bulk of this contemporary work focuses on international migration flows, often neglecting 

population movements within states. This is indeed the case in Political Science, as most scholars in 

the discipline tend to ignore the political dimensions of internal migration. Despite the fact that many 

IR scholars recognize the importance of internal migration, they too continue to adopt narrow 

research agendas that largely ignore the security implications of internal migration, as illustrated in 

the recent literature on migration.200 
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The sheer volume of internal migration alone highlights the need to consider this important 

form of mobility. Contrary to popular opinion, far more migrants move within their own borders than 

across them. Demuth notes, for example, that “while there may globally have been some estimated 

125 million or so international, i.e. transborder migrants, in 1993, roughly 1,000 million migrants, 

eight times as many, were internal migrants.”201 The impressive scale of internal migration is 

particularly striking in the case of China, where in recent years over 100 million Chinese are 

estimated to have migrated from the countryside to the cities.202 Ultimately, as Skeldon writes, “the 

current focus on international migrants is on a tiny proportion of the world’s population and on a 

minority of all migrants.”203 To be sure, there is a critical difference between internal and 

international migration, most notably the legal distinction between the two.204 However, the division 

of Migration Studies into internal and international population flows is counter-productive as it fails 

to consider the important linkages between these movements. The unfortunate nature of this division 

is made further evident when we remember that “boundaries drawn between them are often artificial, 

bisecting integrated migration systems.”205 The widespread adoption of the internal-international 

binary has ultimately led very few scholars to attempt to integrate both migration dynamics in the 

same framework. 
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Much of the focus on international migration is arguably due to its putative impact on 

national identities. This point is highlighted by Weiner, who argues that “[w]hat is unique about 

international migration ... is that it changes the very composition of one’s population and therefore 

potentially one’s domestic policies; it brings the outside in, as it were, and it involves sending a piece 

of one’s nation into another society.”206 In the same vein, Rudolph notes that “Patterns of 

international migration can also challenge conceptions of national identity, depending on the volume 

and composition of flows.”207 These observations point to the implications for societal security, as 

international migration flows threaten to potentially undermine social cohesion. However, is it also 

not possible for internal migration to destabilize local societal identities? Although many states share 

a collective national identity, we cannot ignore the existence of sub-national identities. The notion of 

‘society’ is not unique to the state-level as nearly every country in the world has multiple ethnic, 

cultural, and socio-linguistic groups within its borders. In many respects, internal migration flows 

can be as threatening to local identities as international flows.208 This is a stark legacy of colonialism, 

as many countries have been left with artificial borders that have divided longstanding societal 

groups. This is particularly the case in Sub-Saharan Africa. As Skeldon remarks, “what are 

migrations within single ethnic or cultural groups became international migration simply because of 
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the way in which European colonial powers constructed the administrative boundaries that later gave 

rise to independent states.”209 

What, then, is the causal relationship between internal migration and internal conflict? 

Reuveny’s analysis on climate change-induced migration and conflict provides some invaluable 

insights into this otherwise neglected research question.210 Notwithstanding the obvious focus on 

climate change and migration, Reuveny argues that “the logic of this model applies to both climate 

change-induced and ordinary migration,” while noting that “What sets the former migration apart 

from the latter is its scope and speed.”211 In short, Reuveny contends that “the process leading from 

migration to conflict works through four channels, which may act concurrently.”212 These ‘channels’ 

are as follows: (1) through competition over resources; (2) via ethnic tensions; (3) owing to distrust 

between migrant and host populations; and (4) due to tensions at ‘fault lines’ between socio-

economically distinct groups. Reuveny’s model ultimately posits that conflict is more likely when 

two or more of these channels work together facing auxiliary conditions such as underdeveloped 

economies, political instability, or civil strife.213 Another important contribution to the literature on 

internal migration and conflict stems from the scholarship on ‘sons of the soil’ conflicts. These 

conflicts – pitting local ‘autochthonous’ communities against migrant populations – have been 

increasingly observed throughout many regions in the world.214 In a recent study, Fearon and Laitin 

found that nearly one-third of all ‘ethnic civil wars’ could be identified as ‘sons of the soil’ 
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conflicts.215 These internal conflicts are intimately tied to the issue of internal migration. Moreover, 

they ultimately underline the importance of studying internal migration in IR, as they point to the 

potentially destabilizing role of this form of mobility in local, national and even international politics. 

 

Forced Migration vs. Voluntary Migration 

Much of the recent literature on population movements in IR focuses on forced migration. This 

should not come as a surprise, as most scholars in the field have tended to view migration as a 

consequence of violent conflict. In recent years, IR scholars have increasingly turned their attention 

to the potential threat that involuntary migrants (e.g. refugees, internally displaced peoples, asylum 

seekers, and environmental migrants) pose to peace and security. This literature tends to view 

migration as an ‘undesirable’ and often involuntary process, as the underlying message is that 

migrants are usually unwanted, troublesome, and illegal.216 For example, Rudolph writes that “much 

of contemporary global migration is between developing countries – primarily in the form of 

internally displaced persons and refugees” and that “large inflows of refugees can be particularly 

destabilizing – both politically and economically.”217 To be sure, forced migration can pose a threat 

to peace and stability in both developed and developing countries. However, there is a major gap in 

the literature on migration in IR as the issue of voluntary migration processes has been largely 

ignored. This is a major oversight since the vast majority of migrants do not only move voluntarily, 

but are often even encouraged to do so by both receiving and sending countries. Moreover, this same 

logic applies to the millions of internal migrants that move of their own accord to other urban or rural 

areas. This ultimately raises the question: should we not also consider the relationship between 

voluntary migration processes and conflict and security? 
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Ironically, increased attention to the issue of forced migration in IR coincides with a period 

of decline in overall numbers of refugees. While the number of global refugees peaked in the early 

1990s, these numbers have actually been declining ever since.218 Conversely, while the overall 

number of voluntary migrants has increased since the end of the Cold War, these movements have 

generated much less interest amongst IR scholars. What explains the focus on involuntary over 

voluntary migration flows? According to Kleinschmidt, this is largely the result of institutions of 

governance, international organizations and transnational civil society groups’ concern with the 

former.219 As Kleinschmidt writes, “[m]any of these institutions, organizations and groups have been 

mostly concerned with refugees and asylum-seekers and their security interests. They have often 

overlooked that, despite their often heart-breaking experiences, refugees and asylum-seekers 

represent only a small minority of the total of currently some 175 million migrants worldwide.”220 

This focus is somewhat understandable, since unlike voluntary migration forced migration usually 

involves the movement of peoples that (1) are less likely to contribute to productive economic 

activity in the receiving areas; (2) are not selected for their skills; (3) are less employable as a result 

of having suffered war trauma; and (4) have fewer assets due to the nature of their flight from 

insecurity.221 

The above factors ultimately suggest that forced migrants may pose a greater threat to peace 

and security. Yet despite the valid security concerns associated with forced migration, voluntary 

migrants should not be ignored. Rather, as Kleinschmidt points out, “migrants other than refugees 

and asylum-seekers have their own human security concerns that are often sharply different from, if 

not directly opposed to those that institutions of governance of sovereign states, international 

organizations and transnational civil society groups are willing to acknowledge and place on their 
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agendas.”222 There is much reason to believe that voluntary migration can also pose a threat to peace 

and security at both local and national levels. Although many governments have encouraged and 

even embraced labour migrants from neighbouring countries (or distant regions from within the same 

country) as a means to promote economic development, these population movements can trigger 

hostile reactions from local communities, sometimes resulting in violent conflict.223 In short, the 

critical role of voluntary migrants must be considered in examining the relationship between 

migration and conflict. 

 

Developed Countries vs. Developing Countries 

Despite the recent explosion of work on migration in IR, most of the literature overlooks migration 

dynamics in the developing world, focusing instead on the implications of migration for Western, 

industrialized states.224 When scholars do consider the issue of migration in developing countries, the 

focus tends to be on the following issues: the threat of terrorism from the Global South; the refugee 

crises in the developing world; and the prospects of an ‘invasion’ of migrants from impoverished 

countries. Simply put, the political implications of migration in the Global South are not on the radar 

of IR scholars, unless these population flows pose direct threats or challenges to the developed world. 

In other words, IR scholars are preoccupied with migration dynamics in the developing world insofar 

as these population movements affect the developed world. This, as we shall see, is a major 

disciplinary oversight since migration dynamics in the developing world have wide-ranging 

implications for peace and security in the Global South. Clearly, to quote Favell, “[w]e ought to be 
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encouraging the production of far more work about migrations in all the regions of the world, not just 

those in the West.”225 

The widespread focus on migration in developed as opposed to developing countries raises a 

question: why has IR focused so much on the former and neglected the latter? The answer to this 

question is arguably rooted in the pervasive great power bias that has plagued IR for most of its 

history.226 Given the focus on great powers in IR theory, the developing world has been marginalized 

at best, and utterly disregarded at worst. Although the end of the Cold War forced the discipline to 

revisit its core assumptions, IR continues to favor the study of great power politics. This 

‘favouritism’ is arguably no different in the study of migration in IR. Dannreuther’s quote highlights 

the dominant narrative on migration in IR: 

There are legitimate reasons why developed countries feel distinctly challenged and even 

threatened by the trends in international migration. Of the 175 million international 

migrants, 110 million are in the developed world, where the proportion of migrants to 

overall population is 8.7 per cent as against 1.3 per cent in the developing world. Almost 

all of the net growth of recent migration is also taking place in the developed countries, 

with North America growing by 13 million and Europe by 8 million in the decade 1990-

2000.227 

 

To what extent do these figures justify IR’s Western-centric approach to the study of migration? To 

be sure, these numbers highlight the importance of the issue of international migration for developed 

countries. However, they do not excuse the failure to consider the movements of tens of millions of 

international migrants in the developing world. It is also worth noting that these figures ignore the 

much larger number of internal, as opposed to international, migrants. Finally, the actual number of 

cross-border migrants in the developing world is highly contestable since immigration and border 
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services in developing countries often lack the resources to control and register the movements of 

various migrants (e.g. pastoralists, nomads, traders, seasonal labourers, trafficked migrants). 

Fundamentally, the above numbers are somewhat misleading since most scholars argue that the 

vast majority of population movements occur in the Global South.228 For example, Weiner writes that 

“while the news media have focused on South/North migration and East/West migration, this focus is 

narrow and misleading ... Most of the movement has been from one developing country to 

another.”229 Moreover, Cornelius and Rosenblum add that “although most research has focused on 

developed-state immigration policies, a substantial majority of overall international migratory flows 

are within the global South (especially refugee movements); and many developing states have 

become important points of transmigration.”230 Finally, Demuth echoes the above critiques, stating as 

follows: 

In Euro-Centric views migration focuses on reaching the ‘West’, or the ‘North’ usually 

meaning the industrialised, rich countries in Europe, from the ‘East’ or ‘South’ ... it also 

ignores that there is much more south-south migration than south-north: more than 90% 

of global migration takes place in the ‘developing’, non-industrialised, non-European 

worlds. It also stays there. By volume and relative share in European migration, arrivals 

from the non-European countries are a trickle compared to some movements in Africa 

and Asia.231 

 

Numbers aside, migration flows arguably pose greater threats to developing countries given the more 

vulnerable state of their economies and political systems. This point is highlighted by Rudolph, who 

rightly points out that “because of the weakness of the state and the economy in many developing 

countries, large inflows of refugees can be particularly destabilizing – both politically and 
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economically.”232 In essence, the influx of migrants “can place an extreme burden on scarce 

resources, increase domestic tensions over the allocation of those resources, incite ethnic tensions, 

change majority-minority relationships within society, and serve as a conduit through which civil 

wars in one country spread to neighboring states.”233 As the issues outlined suggest, it is indeed high 

time that ‘International Relations’ lives up to its name and adopts a research agenda that examines 

migration dynamics in all regions of the world. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Nearly thirty years ago, Teitelbaum wrote that “those concerned about immigration and refugee 

policies must consider foreign policy as central to their concerns” since the “recent changes in the 

scale, character, and even the ‘uses’ of international migration have transformed these issues – 

probably irreversibly – into matters of the highest domestic and foreign concern.”234 Despite 

Teitelbaum’s urging, many practitioners and academics continued to downplay the security 

implications of migration throughout the 1980s and 1990s. However, the issue of migration would 

dramatically emerge as a matter of high politics in the wake of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 

2001. As outlined in this chapter, the growing interest in migration in IR has resulted in a plethora of 

new studies on migration-related phenomena. While we ought to embrace the recognition of 

migration as an important topic, this chapter highlights the narrow research agenda that has been 

adopted in this literature. 

In attempting to identify new directions for theorizing migration in IR, the chapter has 

ultimately revealed the need to move beyond the state-centric approaches that are deeply entrenched 
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in the field. As Favell remarks, we need to find “a way to escape the nation-state dominated 

conceptions that conventionally make sense of the world and the migration that takes place within 

it.”235 In the same vein, we ought to consider Adamson’s advice that if we are to address the “more 

nuanced dimensions of the international security environment, security specialists must move away 

from grand theories that focus on unitary state actors and begin to employ more conventional forms 

of policy analysis and evaluation.”236 In order to avoid the state-centric perspective that has 

dominated thinking on migration in IR, I propose that we consider the following dimensions of the 

migration-conflict nexus: internal conflict, internal migration, voluntary migration and developing 

countries. And yet while we must examine these important dimensions in theorizing migration in IR, 

we must also strive to develop models and frameworks that recognize and integrate dynamics in both 

developing and developing countries and migration systems that involve internal and cross border 

population flows. This will in turn help strengthen our theoretical understanding of the complex 

relationship between migration and conflict. 

In the following chapter, I propose to build upon this analysis by exploring migration 

dynamics in Sub-Saharan Africa. This region provides excellent insights for (re)considering the 

relationship between migration and conflict given the salience of migration-related internal conflicts 

throughout the continent. Moreover, Sub-Saharan Africa (notably West Africa) is also known to have 

a highly mobile population, including a huge number of internal migrants. Finally, as we shall see, 

despite popular assumptions about these migrations, the majority of these migrants move voluntarily 

– and domestically. In short, the presence of these dynamics in Sub-Saharan Africa makes this region 

an excellent candidate for examining the main gaps identified in the existing body of work on 

migration in IR. Ultimately, an investigation of recent transformations and trends in migration-
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conflict dynamics in Sub-Saharan Africa will provide critical background context and key insights 

for developing a model of the migration-conflict nexus in the final chapters of the dissertation. 
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Chapter 3: Africans on the Move: 

Trends and Transformations in Migration Dynamics in Africa 
 

When examining mobility dynamics in Africa, many scholars have tended to portray Africans as 

always ‘on the move’.237 This perception is not unfounded as migration has played a dominant role in 

the political, economic and social lives of Africans in both historical and contemporary times. While 

population movements have obviously taken on new dimensions throughout Africa’s history, there 

have been notable continuities and discontinuities from the pre-colonial through the post-colonial 

period. As Bakewell and de Haas explain, it is crucial that we “recognize the continuity between 

current migration paths and those of the past, because this is the only way to identify areas of 

discontinuity and their structural causes.”238 One of the most important transformations during this 

period is undoubtedly the creation of political borders as the construction of artificial boundaries has 

had a dramatic impact on migration patterns. In many respects, “Africa has moved from a continent 

where migration across putative boundaries was a time-honored tradition to a continent where 

geographic boundaries have a real effect on migration potential.”239 In short, the creation of political 

boundaries fundamentally altered migration options and patterns. This chapter provides an overview 

of the important continuities and discontinuities related to population movements, while highlighting 

the socio-political implications of these developments. In identifying notable trends and 

transformations in migration dynamics in Africa, the chapter ultimately provides critical background 

context for better understanding the relationship between migration and violent conflict in Africa in 

recent decades. 

Given the extent of internal conflict, internal and voluntary migration and the large number 

of ‘developing’ countries in Africa, the continent provides fertile ground for interrogating and 

                                                           
237

 Bakewell and de Haas. van Dijk, Foeken, and van Til. 
238

 Bakewell and de Haas,  111.  
239

 Jeffrey Herbst, States and Power in Africa: Comparative Lessons in Authority and Control (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2000), 245. 



78 

 

rethinking the relationship between migration and conflict. As the previous chapter noted, these four 

dimensions/dynamics have been largely overlooked in the literature on migration in International 

Relations (IR). First, as previously explained in Chapter 1, there is widespread agreement that Africa 

has been beset by much more intra-state than inter-state conflict.240 Consequently, when thinking 

about security in Africa we must remember that the continent is much more vulnerable to internal 

threats from within the state than external threats to the state.241 In short, when examining the link 

between migration and security/conflict in Africa, we ought to focus on the extent to which migration 

threatens internal stability. 

Second, while there is a great deal of media and scholarly242 attention devoted to international 

migration in Africa (especially inter-continental migration), the vast majority of migration is intra-

regional – and predominantly intra-national (i.e. internal migration).243 As Bakewell and de Haas 

point out, only a small fraction of Africa’s migrants travel to places like Europe, the Gulf States, and 

the United States and beyond.244 Although international migration flows from Africa have captured 

the attention of an increasingly anxious population in the West – most notably in Europe – when 

compared to other regions Africa’s share of international migrants remains moderate and is even in 

decline.245 Demographics aside, there is also a compelling socio-political reason for exploring 

internal migration-conflict dynamics in Africa. Simply put, internal migration flows must not be 

ignored as “these movements can be as long and as important in their economic, ecological and 
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political consequences as international migration and can just as well imply a break with the past 

because it takes people into unknown territory, socially, ethnically, ecologically and culturally.”246 

Third, despite the importance of refugee movements and the implications for peace and 

security in Africa, the vast majority of migrants move voluntarily.247 Therefore, any effort to examine 

migration-conflict dynamics in Africa must first and foremost analyse the role of voluntary migrants. 

However, most modern discourses related to migration in Africa tend to present migration as a 

“desperate move to escape poverty,” as a “response to violence or the threat of violence,” as victims 

of trafficking and smuggling, or as a “response to global forces and environmental misfortune.”248 In 

short, these discourses ignore the agency of African migrants and fail to recognize that most 

migration is voluntary. 

Finally, the previous chapter argued that the literature on migration and security in IR has 

largely neglected to consider migration in developing countries. This is particularly the case in 

Africa, where many scholars have lamented the lack of data and the limited research on migration 

throughout the African continent.249 While there is a growing body of literature on immigrant-host 

relations in the developed world, Adida argues that “we know little about the dynamics that govern 

relations between immigrant minorities and host populations in developing countries” as most of the 

research on migration in these regions privileges the organizational structure and economic impact of 

migration.250 

The above dynamics highlight the value of examining the relationship between migration and 

conflict in the African context, as the continent provides fertile terrain for analyzing critical questions 
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on the causal links between migration and violent conflict. Yet before we can systematically explore 

this line of questioning, we must first consider more broadly some of the historical and political 

dimensions related to migration flows in Africa. This chapter thus provides an overview of important 

trends and transformations surrounding the politics of migration in Africa. In so doing, the first 

section traces important developments from the pre-colonial through the colonial period. The second 

section examines migration in post-colonial Africa in order to explore both the opportunities and 

challenges that migration has posed to state-building throughout the continent. I then introduce the 

concept of ‘autochthony’ in order to explain the linkages between autochthony and migration, 

democratization, citizenship debates and the politics around land and belonging. This final section 

provides crucial context for understanding migration-conflict dynamics throughout the continent, 

since I argue in the following chapters (especially Chapter 8) that autochthony plays an instrumental 

and decisive role in the migration-conflict nexus. 

 

PRE-COLONIAL AND COLONIAL MIGRATION IN AFRICA 

Pre-Colonial Migration in Africa 

Despite the absence of documented history of pre-colonial migration patterns in Africa, migration 

undoubtedly played a fundamental role in the political, economic and social lives of millions of 

Africans during the pre-colonial period. For instance, many ethnic groups trace their origins to ‘great 

migration’ myths of the past, such as “the Bantu expansion from Central Africa, the ‘Hamitic myth’ 

of migration from North to South, and even the Voortrekkers ‘Great Trek’ in South Africa.”251 While 

there may be limited knowledge about the specifics of migration histories and patterns over the 

centuries (and millennia for that matter) prior to the arrival of former colonial powers, we do know 

that various factors influenced migration decisions during the pre-colonial period. In outlining some 
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of the key motivations for migration during the pre-colonial period, Skinner provides the following 

examples: 

small kin groups left parent stocks to explore and to occupy more fertile lands; cattle 

herders moved about or traveled in transhumance cycles to find better pastures; warrior 

groups left one polity and went off to conquer and rule neighboring populations; and 

merchants and traders traveled extensively within and between the more complex West 

African societies, establishing special ‘stranger’ wards or zongos in many of the larger 

towns.252 

 

While many of these factors have continued to influence migration flows into the contemporary 

period, Skinner highlights an important distinction regarding pre-colonial population movements in 

stating that “all of these movements were largely based upon, or stimulated by, local conditions in 

Africa.”253 Thus while there are notable continuities with respect to these flows, the colonial period 

altered migration dynamics since the decision to migrate became increasingly tied to global 

developments. Yet another important feature of the pre-colonial period relates to the issue of land 

and boundaries. Given the abundance of land and the absence of clearly defined political boundaries 

during the pre-colonial period, individuals and groups were able to move much more freely until the 

colonial period. Since migration was viewed as a relatively easy option, many migrants simply opted 

to exit to another territory as a preferred means of engaging in political protest.254 Given the relative 

ease with which Africans had been able to move, it is easy to understand why the imposition of 

citizenship during the colonial and post-colonial periods was a revolutionary event as it “essentially 

tied each person on the continent to a specific, territorially defined polity.”255 
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Migration Dynamics during the Colonial Period 

The previous section briefly explains the complex role of migration throughout pre-colonial Africa 

and the dramatic impact of the arrival of colonialism. In many ways, the transition from the pre-

colonial to the colonial period represented a paradigmatic shift in mobility patterns. Whereas 

migration had previously been aimed at restoring ecological balance, and was frequently motivated 

by the search for food, better shelter and greater security, the advent of colonial rule altered 

migration patterns as they became “largely determined by the labour requirements for plantations, 

mines, industries and the administrative apparatus.”256 As Adepoju writes, “[c]olonial regimes altered 

the motivation and composition of migration by introducing and enforcing various blends of political 

and economic structures, imposing tax regimes and establishing territorial boundaries.”257 These 

profound changes to mobility patterns are illustrated in the case of West Africa, where since the late 

nineteenth century, the establishment of cocoa, coffee and groundnut plantations, coupled with 

developments in infrastructure and the growth of cities such as Accra, Lagos, Kano, Ibadan, Lomé, 

Dakar and Cotonou, triggered large-scale rural-rural and rural-urban migration.258 These population 

movements were largely embraced and controlled by colonial officers as they facilitated the 

exploitation of the colonies’ primary commodity sectors, as labour had historically been a missing 

factor of production owing to low population densities.  A similar trend existed in Africa’s Great 

Lakes region, where from the 1930s to the 1950s the colonial administration of the Congo 

transplanted tens of thousands of Rwandophones (Hutu and Tutsi) from the neighbouring colonies of 
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Rwanda and Burundi to territories in present day eastern DRC.259 While these movements were 

partly undertaken to alleviate recurrent famine in the sending regions, they were also guided by the 

objective of providing imported labour for the colonial plantations in Kivu and mines in Katanga.260 

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, colonial authorities in South Africa encouraged large-scale 

migration from neighbouring regions to the country’s numerous mines, a trend that continued into the 

apartheid era.261 

These colonial interventions were often highly coercive in the early stages of the colonial 

period.262 As the above paragraph notes, colonial regimes imposed and enforced strict tax regimes on 

African populations in order to ‘encourage’ populations to migrate to areas where they could engage 

in wage labour. Moreover, these migration systems were often designed to ensure that migrants 

“would be at work when needed and away from town when not wanted.”263 Cooper cites the well-

known examples of South Africa, Southern Rhodesia and Kenya, where migrants were required to 

carry passes so that migration could be policed. These policies enraged much of the population as 

many Africans were brutally exploited under this system. However, a number of factors (e.g. 

economic change, social protests, and eventually pressure from the International Labor Office) in the 

post-WWI period led many colonial regimes to abolish some of the more coercive elements of the 

system of forced labour.264 
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Finally, this period would also bring about important changes with regard to land tenure as 

colonial authorities often sought to appropriate land from ‘indigenous populations’ in order to 

redistribute lands to migrants. According to Berry, colonial regimes transformed Africans’ relations 

to the land in three important ways: (1) through physical displacement; (2) through the demarcation 

of territorial and social boundaries; and (3) through the invention or reinterpretation of rules 

governing land access, transfer and use.265 And yet despite the widespread coercion throughout these 

years that forced thousands of Africans to enter the wage economy, we must also recognize Africans’ 

agency during this period and their role in the development of commodity production. This point is 

captured by Bernstein who argues that while the various means of ‘encouragement’ initially involved 

‘forced commercialization’, “some African farmers pioneered commodity production for export by 

mobilizing land and labour through customary means and without, or despite, the actions of colonial 

states.”266 In fact, voluntary migration levels reached new heights by World War II when they came 

to surpass involuntary migration in most parts of Africa. In short, African labor migrants had begun 

to participate “in a new way of life.”267 Thus while Europeans had introduced labor migration in 

Africa, this form of migration became so institutionalized throughout many African societies that 

European authorities were no longer required to use force or additional support to secure labourers. 

 

MIGRATION IN POST-COLONIAL AFRICA: 

FROM STATE-BUILDING STRATEGY TO CHALLENGE 

 

Patterns of Migration in Post-Colonial Africa 

Although migration patterns changed somewhat in the post-colonial era, in many respects migration 

flows continued to resemble those witnessed during the colonial years. As one striking example, 

population movements continued to be directed towards resource-rich areas and urban centres. 

Consequently, relatively prosperous countries like Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire attracted large numbers 
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of both internal and cross-border migrants to work in their fast-growing urban centres and 

burgeoning plantation economies. Throughout the early years of this period, these migrants were 

welcomed to work and stay as part of the prevailing spirit of anti-colonialism and pan-Africanism.268 

The influx of these migrants in these early years provided the necessary labour required for 

developing the plantation economies in these and other countries as part of state-led efforts to use 

these sectors as a ‘launch-pad’ to rapid modernization. In short, migration remained an effective 

state-building tool as labour migrants played instrumental roles in the economic development 

strategies of many independent states in post-colonial Africa. Thus despite many of the changes that 

occurred in the post-colonial period, migration flows were not fundamentally altered during the early 

years of independence. 

One critical difference, however, was that the issue of boundaries would gain even greater 

prominence in the post-colonial period. This would in turn have powerful implications for population 

movements, most notably with respect to the concept of citizenship. As noted above, the imposition 

of citizenship was a revolutionary event as during the post-colonial period citizenship “acquired a 

salience that is often greater than the ties between ethnic groups separated by a border.”269 The 

advent of new political borders in the post-colonial period thus further constrained mobility as exit 

options as a form of protest were increasingly limited, as outlined by Herbst: 

For the first time, Africans were asked to define permanently who legitimately lived in 

their societies and who did not, and this process of creating citizenship effectively 

foreclosed on many opportunities to migrate. ... For instance, West Africa changed 

almost overnight from a territory where people could migrate within large colonial 

blocks to a conglomeration of over a dozen countries, each determined to define with 

care who could enter their territory. The fragmenting of Africa therefore effectively 

ended many traditional patterns of migration that had been under threat during the 

colonial era.270 
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In order to control migration flows, African governments introduced a number of new laws to restrict 

residence and employment and enforced the adoption of visas, passports and work permits. These 

regulations were aimed at safeguarding employment opportunities for nationals as a fulfilment of 

election promises. Moreover, these regulations also “introduced a subtle distinction between internal 

and international migration both of which once involved free movement across wide spaces of the 

sub-region.”271 Yet despite the widespread adoption of these regulations and the efforts to control 

migration flows, many governments lacked (and continue to lack) the capacity to effectively manage 

population movements across their borders given the large porous borders, lack of resources and 

widespread corruption. As Adepoju writes, “these elaborate entry rules and regulations were hardly 

enforced or enforceable.”272 

The adoption of stricter migration policies and citizenship laws by many African 

governments was partly the result of the growing anxiety over immigration and increasing 

xenophobia towards migrants during the post-colonial period. Many countries became distrustful of 

‘strangers’ and thus sought to expel large numbers of immigrant populations. Most notable of all 

were the expulsions by the Ghanaian and Nigerian governments of their ‘alien’ populations in 1969 

and 1983, respectively.273 Despite the particularly impressive scale of the Ghanaian and Nigerian 

expulsions, there have in fact been numerous expulsions of non-nationals during the post-

independence period in places such as Sierra Leone (1968), Côte d’Ivoire (1958, 1964), Chad (1979), 

Uganda (1972), Zambia (1971, 1996), Equatorial Guinea (1974), Zaire (1970, 1973), Kenya (1977, 

1978-81, 1984-85), Senegal (1967,1990), Cameroon (1967), Guinea (1968), Liberia (1983), Gabon 
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(1995), and the Republic of South Africa (1994).274 Thus while labour migration had previously been 

promoted by colonial authorities and post-colonial governments in order to facilitate the expansion of 

plantation economies, mines and other development projects in the early years of independence, a 

shift in attitudes towards immigration took hold during the post-colonial period. In essence, this shift 

implied that migration was no longer universally perceived as a strategy for state-building as it 

became a deeply politicized issue.275 As we shall see, this transformation has contributed to a rise in 

conflicts of autochthony in recent decades which have had tragic consequences in many of the 

continent’s countries. Yet before we can turn our attention to this phenomenon, we must briefly 

consider some of the major contemporary trends and issues related to migration in Africa. 

 

Contemporary Trends and Issues 

What are some of the main trends in migration dynamics in contemporary Africa and to what extent 

do they represent continuity or discontinuity with population movements of the past? In considering 

these questions, Adepoju describes a number of recent trends in migration patterns throughout the 

continent, such as the salience of intra-regional migration (accounting for approximately 70 per cent 

of total international migration), the diversification of destinations, the increasing lure of South 

Africa as a migration pole, the problems and perils of irregular migration (especially towards 

Europe), the growing importance of the Maghreb as a region of origin, transit and destination, and 

the rise in independent female migration.276 On the surface, these trends suggest some discontinuity 

in migration flows, since despite the enduring importance of South Africa as a magnet for migrants 
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and the salience of intra-regional migration, the other trends highlight new developments in patterns 

of migration. However, we must be careful not to exaggerate the extent to which these dynamics 

constitute fundamentally new patterns of mobility. In fact, many of the root causes of today’s 

migration closely resemble motivations to migrate as far back as the pre-colonial period. As Adepoju 

argues, international migration trends in Africa are shaped by numerous factors such as rapid 

population and labour force growth, unstable politics, increased ethnic conflict, the collapse of 

governments in the wake of precarious democratization processes, enduring economic decline, the 

retrenchment of public sector workers owing to structural adjustment programmes, poverty and 

environmental degradation.277 Yet notwithstanding the fact that many of the main drivers of 

migration in contemporary Africa closely resemble those of the past, one recent development 

throughout Africa (and elsewhere) must be singled out: the growth in urbanization. 

In 2008 a momentous demographic shift occurred as for the first time ever over half of the 

world’s population resided in urban as opposed to rural areas. This transformation represents a 

revolutionary event in human history as our planet has become predominantly urban. Despite the fact 

that Africa (together with Asia) is the least urbanized area of the world, the African continent has 

witnessed unprecedented levels of urbanization. As Zlotnik notes, “[b]etween 1970 and 2005, the 

number of urban dwellers in Africa increased more than fourfold, from 83 million to an estimated 

353 million.”278 This explosion of population growth in urban centres has obviously posed a 

formidable challenge to governments from the state to the municipal level, as they attempt to keep up 

with the social and infrastructural needs of citizens in the mushrooming urban areas. Moreover, many 

governments are also alarmed by the high levels of population growth and urbanization in a context 

where low levels of growth in urban production are the norm. Under such conditions, urban youth 
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have now emerged as a major source of violence in many cities throughout the continent.279 Although 

urbanization is obviously not entirely caused by migration, much of the population growth in urban 

centres is the result of migration, historically from rural areas.280 Furthermore, in recent decades 

some regions in Africa have undergone important transformations in levels of urbanization owing to 

the forced movement of people fleeing a wide range of problems such as drought, famine, ethnic 

conflicts, civil strife and war.281 There are undoubtedly multiple and profound political, social and 

economic implications associated with this unprecedented level of urban growth in Africa. As we 

shall see, some of them have had direct consequences on migration-conflict dynamics throughout the 

continent. 

Aside from the issue of urbanization, there are a number of other noteworthy contemporary 

trends related to migration in Africa. For example, the contentious relationship between migration 

and economic development – and more specifically, the role of remittances and the ‘brain drain’ – 

has garnered a great deal of attention in academic, policy and media circles.282 Although these issues 

are not new, they continue to generate much debate and controversy. As previously mentioned, the 

rise of independent female migration constitutes another new trend as the once traditionally male-

dominated long-term and long-distance migration patterns are becoming increasingly feminized.283 In 

response to deepening poverty many women migrants are becoming “increasingly drawn to the paid 

labour market (both formal and informal) as a survival strategy to augment meagre family 
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income.”284 The rise of female migration is closely linked to another contemporary trend in Africa – 

the growth of human trafficking. While female migration may constitute a survival strategy for many 

women and their families, thousands of women have fallen prey to human traffickers. In outlining the 

phenomenon of human trafficking, Adepoju identifies three main types of trafficking: (1) in children 

(notably for farm labour and domestic work within and across states); (2) in both women and young 

people for sexual exploitation (notably beyond the region); and (3) in women from outside the region 

for the sex industry in South Africa.285 While this cursory overview by no means provides an 

exhaustive list of contemporary trends and new developments in migration in Africa, it nevertheless 

sheds light on some of the important migration-related issues in twenty-first century Africa. As I 

explain in the following section, one of the most important migration-related developments is the rise 

of conflicts of autochthony, as these conflicts present a formidable challenge to state and nation-

building throughout the continent. 

 

THE RISE OF CONFLICTS OF AUTOCHTHONY: 

MIGRATION AND CONFLICT IN AFRICA 

 

Despite some of the contemporary problems linked to rapid urbanization, the issue of population 

density has actually preoccupied governments and rulers in Africa for centuries. In his 

groundbreaking book, Herbst examines how Africa’s unique characteristics in population density 

posed formidable challenges for the continent’s state-builders. In short, he argues that “[t]he 

fundamental problem facing state-builders in Africa ... has been to project authority over inhospitable 

territories that contain relatively low densities of people.”286 Low levels of population density, 

coupled with the abundance of land and the migration option, meant that state-builders struggled to 

project their authority and exert control over local populations. This ultimately hindered the 
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development of state formation. This point is echoed by Clapham who suggests that “[o]rganizations 

broadly recognizable as ‘states’ were for the most part restricted to areas of comparatively dense 

population.”287 This socio-demographic reality not only influenced the development of states and 

political organization, but also helped shape social values within communities. This has in turn led 

some scholars to argue that high levels of population movement that have continued into modern 

times have left “most African peoples with a folk memory of migration and helped to consolidate the 

idea of descent, rather than attachment to territory or political obedience, as the primary form of 

social solidarity.”288 

Notwithstanding the emphasis on ‘descent’ over ‘territorial attachment’, new developments 

in migration and population density throughout much of Africa highlight the growing attachment to 

territory and the dangerous implications for peace and security. While low population density 

presented a major obstacle for state-builders during the pre-colonial and colonial periods, in recent 

decades the explosion in overall levels of population has dramatically altered relations between host 

and migrant populations, in turn heightening the importance and value of land. The significance of 

this transformation is highlighted by Green, who states that Africa’s historically low population 

densities indirectly provided the opportunities, motives and collective action for conflict when 

population growth combined with other factors to produce ‘sons of the soil’ conflicts over land.289 

These conflicts – often referred to as ‘conflicts of autochthony’ – are inextricably tied to migration 

processes and constitute a major obstacle to state-building in Africa. Furthermore, they can also 

contribute to outbreaks of violent conflict and undermine peace and security at both the local and 

national levels. 

In a 2006 special issue titled “Autochthony and the Crisis of Citizenship” in African Studies 

Review, Geschiere and Jackson examine the concept and origins of autochthony. As the authors 
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explain, “Since the 1990s, Africa has seemed beset by ever more violent struggles over belonging 

and exclusion, many of them expressed through a resurgent language of ‘autochthony’ (autochtonie 

in French) − a term literally implying an origin ‘of the soil itself’ and meaning, by inference, a direct 

claim to territory.”290 The notion of autochthony can be traced back as far as ancient Greece, where it 

occupied a central role in the political lives of Athenian citizens.291 As some scholars have remarked, 

“Athenians justified their claim to superiority over other Greeks by emphasizing that only they were 

truly ‘autochthons’ of their area.”292 While the term ‘autochthon’ is used to describe someone with an 

intimate and indigenous connection to the soil, an ‘allogène’ or ‘allochthon’ refers to an individual 

that is ‘not of the soil’. These terms fundamentally emphasize “the origins of a person or persons in a 

different ‘soil’ altogether,” and thus in turn connote nonbelonging, alienness, foreignness, and 

nonauthenticity; in short, they imply “a distinct distance from the soil and a lack of legitimate claim 

to it” and “the absence of an intimate relationship with the land.”293 Although some observers of 

African politics might equate or mistake ‘autochthony’ or ‘conflicts of autochthony’ for ‘ethnicity’ or 

‘ethnic conflict’, it is dangerous to conflate these terms. In comparing these concepts, Geschiere and 

Jackson argue that “by comparison with autochthony, ethnicity has some sort of core meaning: an 

ethnic group needs a name, a specific history, often a language. Autochthony needs none of this: only 

a claim to having been the first.”294 As the authors argue, herein lies the appeal of autochthony: 

it is this very emptiness that seems to make it fit so very well into the constantly 

changing boundaries created by globalization processes and that makes it so politically 

‘useful’ and malleable a discourse for ideologues. The ‘Other’ – crucial to any form of 
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identity but especially to such fuzzy ones – can be easily redefined, precisely because 

autochthony as such has hardly any substance.295 

 

Given its usefulness and malleability, it is not surprising to see manifestations of autochthony 

in a wide range of contexts. In Africa, autochthony discourses have led to tensions and hostilities 

between ‘natives’ and ‘settlers’, ‘locals’ and ‘strangers’ and ‘hosts’ and ‘migrants’ in a variety of 

settings, resulting in a growing number of conflicts between these groups.296 However, autochthony 

is also alive and well in many industrialized countries. In fact, Geschiere and Jackson note that one of 

the intriguing aspects of autochthony is the ease with which it bridges the gap between South and 

North.297 The authors cite a number of diverse places beyond Africa where autochthony has entered 

political discourse, such as on the political right in Flanders and in the Netherlands; by Umberto 

Bossi and his Lega Nord in Italy; and in Canada and the Pacific.298 This ultimately leads them to 

argue that Africa’s conflicts of autochthony have to be seen in a broader context of ‘a global 

conjuncture of belonging’.299 The notion of a ‘global conjecture of belonging’ is critical for 

understanding the rise of autochthony discourses. Despite the temptation to view this ‘politics of 

belonging’ as a celebration of tradition and a return to the local, Ceuppens and Geschiere suggest that 
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autochthony is in reality often directly linked to globalization processes.300 In essence, what is 

fundamentally “at stake is often less a closer definition of the local than a struggle over excluding 

others from access to new avenues to riches and power.”301 

What ultimately helps to explain the rise of autochthony at this historical juncture and its 

proclivity for violence? Many scholars have offered explanations to this question, citing a wide range 

of factors that have exacerbated relations between host and migrant populations. Whitaker, for 

example, notes that in recent years there have been fewer economic incentives for integrating 

noncitizens. Whereas migrants were viewed as sources of production during the 1960s and 1970s, 

“they quickly became sources of competition during the decline of the 1980s and thereafter.”302 

Meanwhile, others have argued that relations have soured due to the increasing scarcity of land 

throughout Africa and, importantly, “the conflict-ridden dynamics of the intergenerational transfer of 

resources.”303 In fact, it is often young men that invoke powerful discourses of autochthony in order 

to assert their claims and rights over land vis-à-vis allochthons.304 In much broader terms, Dunn 

challenges the assertion that the rise in autochthony discourses is the result of the collapse of the 

African state under pressure from globalization processes.305 Instead, he argues that “what is really in 

‘crisis’ are the neo-patrimonial networks and practices traditionally underpinning the African 

state.”306 In order for the autochthony trope to work, however, he adds that “it must resonate with a 

large enough sector of the population” and that “it is proving to be an attractive response to the 
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postmodern/postcolonial condition of ontological uncertainty because it provides the illusion of 

primal certainty and security.”307 This is a critically important element of autochthony: while it 

purports to provide certainty and security it generates uncertainty and vulnerability. As the following 

sections reveal, this is perhaps most evident in a context of democratization and land scarcity, where 

the politics of belonging take on a new and a dire meaning. 

 

Democratization, Citizenship and Autochthony in Africa 

The recent upsurge in autochthony discourses is part of the ‘new nationalism’ that spread across 

much of Africa in the 1990s.308 Whereas the first phase of nationalism was a response to the process 

of decolonization and was essentially directed against colonial powers, the current phase no longer 

targets other states. Instead, it targets non-citizens from the same state, espousing an internal 

xenophobia against putative foreigners within the state.309 As Kersting writes, the “inclusiveness of 

the beginning of independence is gone, now the exclusion of social groups within the same society 

defines the new nationalism.”310 This represents a transformative shift from the early post-colonial 

years of state-building which sought to provide open, flexible and expansive citizenship regimes. The 

new nationalism now focuses on a new political cleavage − that of autochthony and origin. The 

fundamental questions that have emerged from Africa’s wave of democratization in the 1990s are 

“who has citizenship but should not have it, and who should have it but does not have it.”311 These 

questions are critically important as although “citizenship does not entitle you to resources, it entitles 

you to enter the struggle for resources.”312 Entering this struggle is obviously a first step in 
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attempting to gain access to increasingly scarce resources throughout the African continent. Indeed, 

this is the appeal of autochthony, since establishing oneself as an autochthon provides important 

leverage against ‘dubious’ citizens of ‘non-autochthonous’ origins. This is in essence the principal 

agenda of autochthony movements − to exclude supposed ‘strangers’ and unmask ‘fake’ autochthons 

who are often citizens of the same nation-states as the ‘real’ autochthons.313 As this section 

demonstrates, a return to multi-party elections during the 1990s provided the opportunity for political 

entrepreneurs to use the autochthony trope to mobilize electoral support and exclude political 

opponents.314 

While the ‘third wave’ of democratization was initially heralded as an important step forward 

for Africa, it ushered in more than was bargained for. As Young writes, “[d]emocratisation clearly 

raised the stakes on citizenship. Both locally and nationally, the return of electoral competition meant 

that the entitlement of belonging affected power relations, both nationally and locally.”315 The 

instauration of multi-party elections helped spawn a series of new questions related to citizenship that 

have nourished the myth of autochthony such as: ‘Who can vote where? Who can run for office? And 
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where can they run?’316 This is especially the case in densely settled areas and in larger cities where 

locals’ fears of being outvoted by ever-increasing ‘stranger’ populations (often citizens of the same 

state) “reached such a pitch that the defense of autochthony seems to take precedence over national 

citizenship.”317 These questions have served to deny full citizenship rights to strategically selected 

individuals and groups, and contributed to triggering political violence. In his examination of 

citizenship laws in Africa, Herbst explains the inherent danger in politicizing citizenship during a 

period of political reform: “Changing citizenship rules during the democratization processes would 

seem to be especially dangerous because threatened groups, even those not immediately affected by 

changes in legislation, might perceive that democratization is opening the way to wholesale changes 

in the political rules of the game.”318 Perhaps the most striking example of the politicization of 

citizenship in recent years is the labelling of political opponents as ‘foreigners’. This strategy 

essentially serves to limit the participation of political opponents, as illustrated in the cases of Côte 

d’Ivoire and Zambia.319 And yet while such a strategy can be politically expedient, it has also proven 

to be politically explosive. Whitaker, for example, argues that the resulting widening of social 

cleavages significantly reduces the likelihood of democratic consolidation which can in turn plant the 

seeds for future political conflict and even war.320 
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Despite the critical importance of the politics of citizenship, there is surprisingly little work 

that examines the wide range of citizenship-related issues in Africa.321 In fact, most of the debates 

around constitutional engineering “have focused on electoral laws (e.g., proportional representation 

versus district-based systems) or on the design of national political structures (e.g., prime ministerial 

versus presidential systems)” while neglecting to seriously examine citizenship laws.322 In short, 

Herbst notes that it is strange that so much attention has been devoted to laws governing how people 

can vote, while so little has been devoted to the regulations determining who can vote.323 Yet as the 

rise in autochthony discourses reveals, the politicization of citizenship can have far-reaching and 

devastating implications. The widespread neglect of this issue is all the more surprising when we 

consider the scale of the citizenship-related problems in Africa. While the actual number of people 

affected by the crisis of citizenship and statelessness in Africa is difficult to gauge, it is by some 

estimates in the range of tens of millions.324 Interestingly, autochthony discourses have played a 

central role in these historical struggles for citizenship. As Manby explains, the origins of many of 

these struggles can be traced back to the colonial period and the early years of independence when a 

number of states sought to exclude from citizenship those that were unable to claim an ancestral link 

to the land, while others amended their laws to strengthen a racial or ethnic element in the law.325 

Thus even at the outset of independence, the critical importance of establishing an ancestral link to 

the land was deeply embedded in the politics of belonging. 
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Land and Belonging: The Perils of Migrating 

Nothing evokes more varied symbolic connotations or more intricate legal philosophies. 

Nothing excites deeper passions or gives rise to more bloodshed than do disagreements 

about territory, boundaries, or access to land resources. Nor is anything more likely to 

prevent misunderstandings across cultures, harmful to both humans and their habitat, 

than are thoughtful definitions of landholding in the first place.326 

 

It is hard to imagine a more important and yet complex natural resource in Africa than land. As the 

above quotation suggests, it can be a source of both deep passions and violent conflict. Unlike other 

resources, the importance of land “transcends economics into a breadth of social, spiritual, and 

political significance.”327 In essence, land plays an essential role in the lives of millions of Africans 

since “people seek in land not just material satisfaction but also power, wealth, and meaning.” As 

Shipton reminds us, one of the most significant features about land in Africa is that “people relate to 

land not just as individuals, but also as members of groups, networks, and categories.”328 This is a 

critically important point as it underlines the role that land plays at both the individual and group 

levels. This ultimately helps to explain why questions related to access to and control over land can 

quickly mobilize individuals and groups.329 Given the obvious importance of land in Africa, it is 

difficult to argue with Lentz that “land is a special ‘substance’” since “it is not increasable, non-

renewable, and central to both material livelihood and the politics of belonging.”330 

This brief discussion fundamentally reveals how the politics of belonging are deeply 

intertwined with questions around land. As some scholars have argued, “the ultimate proof of 

belonging is the ability to possess ... part of the territory within which one resides” insofar as the 

denial of land represents a denial of being and of belonging.331 In an environment of increasing 

scarcity and economic vulnerability, accessing land becomes increasingly important, as establishing a 
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primordial attachment to the land guarantees not only the rights of present generations, but also those 

of the future.332 At the heart of the autochthony discourses is a radically different property rights 

regime that establishes a primordial connection between territory and autochthon, as the land does 

not simply ‘belong’ to the autochthon, but the autochthon also ‘belongs’ to the land.333 This logic of 

land ownership has powerful implications for the extension of rights into the political arena. If one 

belongs to the land one must also belong to the nation. As a corollary, if one does not belong to the 

land, he or she is thus not of the nation. This logic obviously poses a serious challenge to state-

building as the political ideology of autochthony is highly exclusionary. While the nativist politics 

around land and belonging have reached new heights in the ‘autochthony era’, it is important to 

recognize the multiple ways of gaining access to land and legitimizing one’s claims. Shipton, for 

example, highlights some of the following avenues through which land can be acquired, citing 

“birthright, first settlement, conquest, residence, cultivation, habitual grazing visitation, manuring, 

tree planting, spiritual sanction, bureaucratic allocation, loan, rental, and cash purchase.”334 

Meanwhile, Shipton and Goheen point to the following ways through which rural Africans are able 

to maintain access to land: “by virtue of (a) membership and good standing within a group, network, 

or category, (b) labour, (c) investment of capital, or by a combination of these.”335 Finally, one must 

not forget that land rights are always acquired or strengthened through negotiation and bargaining 

between individuals and groups. In other words, land rights are not formally laid down but are 

constantly in flux, as individuals are engaged in a kind of ‘institutional shopping’.336 In fact, some 

scholars argue that the term ‘rights’ is actually misleading when discussing land in Africa since many 
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of the most basic terms in English such as ‘ownership’, ‘property’, and ‘tenure’ cannot be directly 

translated into most African languages. In essence, these terms thus fail to recognize the “over-

lapping and contingent rights or duties of different persons and groups.”337 

Given the constant negotiation and bargaining over land, land rights issues are particularly 

vulnerable to the politics of belonging. This helps to explain why much of the violent conflict related 

to land disputes is closely tied to the issue of autochthony as individuals or groups often stake their 

claims by emphasizing their ancestral link to the soil. In a context of increasing population density 

and land scarcity, conflicts over land appear to be on the rise.338 In highlighting those factors which 

help to explain the increasing competition and contestation over land, Berry concludes as follows: 

“Rapid population growth, environmental degradation, and slow rates of economic development that 

leave many people dependent on small-scale farming, livestock raising and foraging have 

transformed Africa from a continent of land abundance in the first half of the twentieth century to 

one of increasing land scarcity by its end.”339 Although land had previously been the object of 

multiple demands and users in the past, changing pressures, regulations and mechanisms for 

accessing land have arguably generated larger numbers of land conflicts. This has in turn created a 

context in which farmers are increasingly pitted against farmers, the state and local populations are 

increasingly at odds, and where herders and farmers find themselves engaged in disputes over cattle 

rights. Most important, this context has been dominated by a new trend in which “migrants see their 

rights whittled away by local people who wish to re-assert control” over land.340 
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As the above discussion reveals, belonging is paramount if one hopes to enter the struggle for 

resources and gain access to increasingly contested land. This struggle over land has often involved 

migrants as in recent years they have been extremely vulnerable to autochthonous efforts to 

reappropriate land. The politics of belonging around land issues are deeply problematic for migrants, 

as autochthony and migration are essentially antithetical. Autochthony, on the one hand, suggests 

origin from the soil itself, and the absence of mobility. Migration, on the other hand, implies 

disconnect between land and autochthon. In other words, the migrant is always a visitor to the land as 

his or her claim to autochthony must be traced back to where he or she emerged from the land. And 

yet while autochthony discourses attempt to provide a primal security and certainty, numerous 

authors have noted that instead autochthony is always relative, inherently slippery, and ultimately 

fragile.341 How can one ever be sure that they ‘really belong’ as one’s claim to be a son of the soil is 

always vulnerable to being challenged? Given the long history of mobility in Africa, even 

‘autochthons’ are vulnerable to being labelled as ‘latecomers’. Yet despite autochthony’s failure to 

provide absolute certainty, these discourses remain powerful and dangerous tools for excluding 

‘strangers.’ Since the migrant remains forever a stranger, he or she is eternally vulnerable − 

economically and politically − as their struggle for accessing resources is always susceptible to 

autochthony discourses that undermine their precarious claims to both land and other political and 

economic rights. Consequently, while the rise of autochthony discourses highlights the numerous 

challenges for Africa and elsewhere, we need to especially recognize the perilous environment and 

exclusionary context that migrants must now navigate. As the following chapter reveals, this is 

perhaps most evident in Côte d’Ivoire, where autochthony discourses served and continue to serve as 

a formidable challenge for state-building. 
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CONCLUSION 

This chapter has provided a comprehensive overview of the continuities and discontinuities in 

migration patterns in Africa. It has also considered some of the dominant contemporary trends and 

issues with respect to population movements. Finally, in light of these findings, the chapter 

introduced and examined the rise of autochthony discourses, and the relationship between migration 

and democratization, citizenship, and land conflicts. In sum, I argue that these migration-related 

dimensions and dynamics provide crucial context for explaining how and why migration can and has 

contributed to violent conflict in Africa. In many ways, this approach borrows from Clapham who 

argues that “the story of Africa’s population provides the essential starting point for an understanding 

of its past and for any attempt to puzzle out its likely future.”342 In telling the story of the politics of 

migration in Africa, this chapter therefore provides the reader with a better understanding of 

migration from an historical perspective. While this may not enable us to puzzle out Africa’s future, 

this comprehensive overview of the dominant trends and transformations in migration patterns 

nevertheless helps to explain the recent upsurge in the politics of belonging throughout the continent. 

Given the widespread adoption and instrumentalization of autochthony in Africa (and elsewhere), 

this analysis provides compelling evidence to suggest that migration will continue to be a source of 

intense controversy. And yet despite the profound political implications associated with such debates, 

Green rightly notes that “there remains relatively little interest in assessing the impact of 

demographic change on conflict in contemporary Africa.”343 

In the following chapters, I propose to systematically examine some of the political 

consequences related to one of the most important sources of demographic change – migration. More 

specifically, Chapters 4 and 5 introduce the cases of both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana in order to 

examine the role of migration into both countries’ cocoa regions. In so doing, I demonstrate how the 
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relatively similar migration trajectories across these cases led to fundamentally different political 

outcomes during the post-colonial period. After introducing these diverging cases, I then examine 

them from a comparative perspective in Chapters 6 through 8 in order to develop a model for 

explaining the relationship between migration and violent conflict. To conclude, while these 

examples provide excellent cases for comparison – given their numerous similarities and yet 

diverging outcomes – they are also drawn from one of the most mobile regions of the continent. As 

Bakewell and de Haas point out, contemporary West Africa is often described as the most ‘mobile’ 

part of Africa as it is the only region in the continent “where migration populations relative to the 

total population have been increasing over the past decades.”344 Thus while this region provides 

valuable empirical evidence for examining migration and conflict dynamics in Africa’s past, it will 

undoubtedly be a flashpoint of migration-related conflict in the future. 
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Chapter 4: Côte d’Ivoire: Migration, Cocoa and Conflict 

 

In 2010 Côte d’Ivoire produced approximately 1.4 million tonnes of cocoa.345 This staggering figure 

highlights the country’s dominance as the world’s leading producer of cocoa – a title that Côte 

d’Ivoire has held for nearly four decades. In 2005-2006, for instance, Côte d’Ivoire’s cocoa 

production accounted for around 40 per cent of world production, 35 per cent of the total value of 

Ivoirian exports and between three and four million jobs (out of a total population of 16 million).346 

Given the overall contribution to the economy, cocoa is clearly the mainstay of the economy and a 

vital source of livelihood for millions of Ivoirians. Notwithstanding the dominance of this export 

commodity, the country’s cocoa sector has faced numerous obstacles in recent years. A decade-long 

period of political instability has served to weaken investor confidence in the cocoa sector.347 As 

noted in a new report by the International Cocoa Organization, in recent years production levels in 

Côte d’Ivoire may have been harmed by a lack of investment in the cocoa sector, and relatively high 

taxes compared to other producing countries. These factors have arguably discouraged cocoa farmers 

from maintaining their plantations and from investing in cocoa.348 The cocoa sector has also been rife 

with corruption. The widespread issue of child labour and slavery in the cocoa sector has been 

particularly controversial, as consumers have become increasingly vocal in their opposition to these 

practices. The cocoa sector has also been heavily criticized by many for serving as a ‘slush fund’ for 

political elites, as senior officials have reportedly stolen millions of dollars of cocoa revenues.349 

Moreover, the cocoa sector has directly contributed to fuelling violence during the 
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Figure 4.1 National cocoa production levels in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana (1960-2008)
350

 

 

Figure 4.2 Nominal price paid to cocoa producers in Côte d’Ivoire (1960-2008)
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Ivoirian conflict, as both of the warring sides have used revenues from cocoa to finance the war.352 

Finally, given the higher prices in neighbouring Ghana, massive amounts of cocoa are allegedly 

being illegally smuggled across the border into Ghana.353 

The issue of migration is closely wedded to the political economy of the country’s cocoa 

sector. As early as the 1920s, migrants began to descend upon the southeastern regions of Côte 

d’Ivoire to work in the burgeoning cocoa sector. As land became scarcer in these regions, the cocoa 

frontier shifted westward during the 1940s and 1950s, eventually arriving in the southwestern parts 

of the country. Although some of the migrants came from the central and southern regions of Côte 

d’Ivoire, the bulk of the labourers were from the northern parts of the country and neighbouring 

countries such as Burkina Faso and Mali. As labour was a limiting factor of production in the 

sparsely populated southern cocoa regions, both colonial and post-colonial governments encouraged 

and embraced these migrations. While some of the first migrants worked for wages, share contracts 

were more common during the early years of cocoa production. Although this system of 

sharecropping provided incentives for migrants to journey to the southern cocoa regions, these 

migrations ultimately led to a transformation in land-labour relations when sharecroppers received 

land of their own to clear and farm as a means of expanding cocoa production. The socio-political 

implications of these migrations fundamentally altered relations between hosts and migrants in the 

cocoa regions. 

To be sure, these migrations did facilitate the rapid expansion of the cocoa frontier, leading to 

an impressive period of economic growth and political stability – known as the ‘Ivoirian miracle’ – 

during the 1960s and 1970s. However, these migrations would also become a politically divisive and 

explosive issue in the 1990s. Although violent outbreaks of conflict had occurred between local and 
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migrant populations during the colonial and early post-colonial periods, the level of violence reached 

new heights in the country’s Western cocoa regions during the late 1990s. As many scholars have 

noted, the recent conflicts are ultimately rooted in unresolved tensions between host and migrant 

populations dating back to the period of mass influxes of migrant labourers.354 And yet as this 

chapter reveals, these underlying tensions continue to prevail as migration remains a deeply 

politicized issue throughout the country to this day. Although the enduring crisis in Côte d’Ivoire has 

complex political, military and economic dimensions, the role of migration cannot be underestimated 

in serving to both explain the outbreak of conflict and assess the prospects for peace. 

This chapter examines the political economy of migration and conflict in Côte d’Ivoire from 

a historical perspective and considers the socio-political implications of migration into the country’s 

cocoa regions. The analysis focuses on the impact of key developments in the cocoa sector – and in 

the country more generally – on host-migrant relations in the cocoa regions. The ultimate objective 

of the chapter is to introduce the Ivoirian case as this provides crucial background information for 

better understanding the diverging outcomes across the cases under review. It is important to note, 

however, that this chapter does not attempt to explain the relationship between migration and violent 

conflict in the cocoa regions, but rather to highlight those developments that have influenced 

indigenous-migrant relations in these regions. In so doing, it sets the stage for the comparative 

section in Chapters 6 through 8 where I develop a framework of the migration-conflict nexus using 

insights from the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cases. The chapter principally relies upon secondary 

literature that analyzes the politics of migration and cocoa in Côte d’Ivoire, and is divided into five 

key periods: the colonial era; the post-independence period known as the ‘Ivoirian miracle’; the 
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political and economic uncertainty in the post-Houphouët-Boigny era; the Ivoirian conflict from 

2002-2010; and the post-election crisis following the 2010 elections. 355 

 

MIGRATION AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE COCOA INDUSTRY: 

THE COLONIAL PERIOD 

 

Most scholars suggest that Côte d’Ivoire’s cocoa sector originated in the Southeastern region in the 

early 1900s, as a result of French colonial pressure upon the local Anyi (Agni) people to develop the 

export crop. However, as Chauveau and Léonard have argued, the local Kru people in Southwest 

Côte d’Ivoire were already growing cocoa for export in 1890 to the growing markets in Europe and 

North America where demand for cocoa was on the rise. And yet notwithstanding this indigenous-led 

initiative in this region, the French quickly “nipped in the bud the promising development of cash 

crops” opting to instead focus their administrative and commercial infrastructures in the southeast 

regions.356 Consequently, cocoa cultivation would take root decades later in the southeast regions as 

Anyi rulers encouraged the spread of cocoa as a means to restructure the foundations of their 

economies.357 In order to expand the development of this sector, the colonial authorities and the Anyi 

turned towards migrant labour, as labour had (and would continue to be) a scarce factor of production 

in the sparsely populated southern regions. The use of migrant labour in the expansion of the 

plantation economy marked the beginning of a new era of migration that transplanted diverse ethnic 

groups into a global capitalist arena.358 As Figure 4.3 reveals, the expansion of the plantation 

economy would eventually extend across the entire southern region of Côte d’Ivoire. 
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Map 4.1 Historical development of the cocoa frontier in southern Côte d’Ivoire359 
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Although migrants later moved voluntarily, the first waves of migration were largely 

influenced by colonial authorities. Given their views regarding the varied potential for ‘civilization’ 

amongst ethnic groups, the colonial authorities designed different regional development models. 

According to Chauveau and Léonard, Southeasterners “were encouraged to develop their ‘wealth-

producing aptitudes’ by growing export crops” whereas those from the Southwestern forest zone 

along with the Baoulé in the central regions of the colony “were only considered capable of 

supplying labour to the state and European settlers” while “‘hard-working northerners’ were charged 

with supplying both labour and foodstuffs.”360 As a result of colonial preferences for certain ethnic 

groups, the two largest contingents of indigenous migrants would come from the ‘opportunistic’ 

Dyula and Baoulé populations.361 The number of migrants increased during the 1920s as the cocoa 

economy expanded. Although some short-term migrants worked for wages, the vast majority of 

migrant labourers engaged in a form of sharecropping as outlined by Boone: 

Under share contracts, migrants farmed land that had been cleared and planted by the 

household head (sometimes with the help of wage labor). The owner of the trees kept the 

proceeds of one-half to two-thirds of the crop; what remained, was the sharecropper’s ... 

The conversion of wage contracts into share contracts was not uncommon, and in the 

southeast many sharecroppers who became respectable members of the community 

eventually received land to clear and farm on their own account.362 

 

While indigenous planters and migrant labourers generally viewed this system as mutually beneficial, 

the colonial authorities frowned on the employment of migrants under this agreement as they feared 

the development of indigenous agrarian capitalism. Moreover, these agreements undermined their 
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ability to secure labourers as the authorities were constantly short of labour to work on European 

plantations.363 

During the inter-war period, the cocoa frontier shifted from southeast to central Côte 

d’Ivoire, and eventually, to the central-west. As this westward expansion was the result of a shift in 

migration patterns, new and ethnically heterogeneous villages sprang up across the southern regions 

of the colony. Aside from the obvious demographic transformations, these movements also brought 

about significant changes in land ownership systems. The flow of indigenous migrants into the 

southeastern regions prompted indigenous groups to shift “from a lineage-based system of ownership 

to an ownership system based on the nuclear family’s property rights.”364 In the central and western 

forest regions, migrants were often allowed to clear forest land for themselves, provided that they 

offered in exchange their “labor services and/or annual payments (gifts) to those retaining ‘moral 

authority’ over the land.”365 Although arrangements governing access to land and labour differed 

across regions and localities, the low population densities and vast forest reserves in these regions 

meant that land was abundant and thus available to grant to migrants. Notwithstanding the rapid shift 

of the cocoa frontier during the inter-war years, the most significant development occurred during the 

post-war period when owing to the rapid depletion of forest resources in the central regions, migrants 

moved further westward by crossing the Bandama river. In Chauveau and Léonard’s words, this 
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transformation marked “the symbolic beginning of Côte d’Ivoire’s irresistible ascent as a major 

cocoa and coffee producer on the world stage.”366 

The development of cocoa during the colonial era also contributed to bringing about 

fundamental changes in the domestic political landscape. Prior to the Second World War, Ivoirian 

cocoa (and coffee) farmers competed against French plantation owners. As the French settlers 

benefited from “a system of impressed labour” and superior technology and crop research, these 

farmers received much higher yields.367 Given the systematic discrimination against Ivoirian farmers, 

some Ivoirians had attempted but failed to organize opposition to the French settlers. However, this 

changed in 1944 when the Syndicat Agricole Africain (SAA) was created. The creation of this 

organization was largely spearheaded by a medic in the cocoa regions – Félix Houphouët-Boigny – 

and led to a membership of over 20,000 farmers. As Hecht points out “the S.A.A. had both economic 

and political functions: it championed reform of discriminatory price policies and abolition of forced 

labour, and was an effective vehicle for early anti-colonial political activities.”368 Although the SAA 

purported to represent the interests of ‘Ivoirian’ farmers, in reality it served to advance the “interests 

of wealthy indigenous planters of Baoulé and Agni origin” while marginalizing planters from the 

Western regions.369 As the SAA would later serve as the base of the Parti Démocratique de la Côte 

d’Ivoire (PDCI) party that would rule the country for over forty years, Western Ivoirians would again 

be under-represented in the new political organization.370 As Ivoirians had been systematically 

excluded from holding public office during the 1930s and 1940s, Houphouët-Boigny (and others) 

turned towards the expanding plantation economies which provided one of the limited openings for 
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both economic and political advancement.371 Although a number of ethnic groups benefited from this 

new ‘political opening’ and the expanding cocoa sector in the late-colonial period, the Baoulé were 

particularly well-placed given their ability to farm and their willingness to work for someone else or 

to employ others.372 One of the major achievements of the SAA was the abolition of the Code de 

l’Indigénat in 1946-1947. According to Chauveau and Léonard, this transformation brought about 

three major consequences: (1) the ending of forced labour; (2) freedom of movement; and (3) the 

acquisition of political rights by Africans.373 As the colonial authorities were no longer able to 

control workers through forced labour, significant political and institutional obstacles to the growth 

of the cocoa sector were removed thus enabling the rapid expansion of the plantation economy 

frontier. 

Although the abolition of the code was a boon to economic growth, it also brought about 

unintended consequences that had negative implications for host-migrant relations. Within years of 

the abolition, the western forest zone was overrun with migrants leading to growing frustration on the 

part of autochthonous peoples.374 The 1946-1960 period was marked by huge influxes of ‘strangers’ 

into the Central-West, such that many indigenous groups became ethnic minorities in their original 

homelands.375 Interestingly, however, while relations were particularly hostile during the late 1950s, 

this was by no means the first time that autochthons expressed concerns over the influx of migrant 

labourers. In the 1930s, debates surrounding land tenure and national representation had already 

begun as the Agni-led Association pour la Défense des Intérêts des Autochthones de la Côte d’Ivoire 

(ADIACI) had protested to colonial authorities over “the excessive use of Senegalese and 
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Dahomeans in the administration, asking for their replacement by ‘evolved indigenes’.”376 Yéré notes 

that some historians “have presented the birth of ADIACI as the earliest manifestation of territorial 

consciousness” in Côte d’Ivoire, calling it “a moment of birth.”377 And yet notwithstanding 

autochthonous mobilization against migrants in the 1930s, the most striking manifestation of anti-

immigrant behaviour took place on the eve of independence, when violent clashes occurred in the 

late 1950s between ‘local Ivoirians’ and residents originally from Benin, Togo and Nigeria, resulting 

in the forced repatriation of over 12,000 foreigners. These riots were believed to have been triggered 

by the Ligue des Originaires de la Côte d’Ivoire who claimed that foreigners monopolized far too 

many sectors of the economy and the public administration.378 Thus while Côte d’Ivoire was 

enjoying the early stages of the Ivoirian ‘economic miracle’ during its final years of colonialism, it 

was also creating the conditions for an explosive confrontation between local and migrant 

populations. 

 

THE ‘IVOIRIAN MIRACLE’: 

MIGRATION AND COCOA IN POST-COLONIAL CÔTE D’IVOIRE (1960-1990) 

 

On 7 August 1960 Côte d’Ivoire gained its independence. Unlike most newly-independent countries 

in Africa that sought to distance themselves from their colonial masters, the country’s new leader – 

Félix Houphouët-Boigny – maintained close ties with the French. Although independence brought 

many changes to Côte d’Ivoire, Houphouët-Boigny adopted the colonial strategy of using the 

plantation economy as a means to promote economic development. In so doing, he forged a social 

and political pact between his governing party and the sizeable migrant labour population. In return 

for guaranteed prices, access to land and inputs, and favourable policies for improving standards of 
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living, Houphouët-Boigny demanded absolute political loyalty from the migrant populations.379 

Recognizing the economic potential of the cocoa (and coffee) sectors, the Ivoirian president went to 

great lengths to expand the plantation economy by encouraging the development of settlements 

through open immigration policies, guaranteeing access to lands, pressuring local elites to welcome 

migrants, authorizing the exploitation of large colonial forest reserves, and granting fixed prices 

through marketing boards.380 This system of agricultural expansion was ultimately premised on a 

form of rent-seeking as the state’s guarantee to pay small-scale producers a fixed price for their 

goods was dependent upon these producers paying significant taxes on their products.381 

Houphouët-Boigny’s most controversial initiative in promoting the expansion of the 

plantation economy occurred in 1963, when in order to ensure a supply of long-term low-cost labour 

he implemented a contentious immigration policy that stated that the ‘land belongs to those who 

make it productive’. Although this declaration contradicted colonial-inherited legal arrangements 

governing land ownership, it rapidly transformed the social, political, economic and demographic 

landscapes of Côte d’Ivoire.382 As Boone notes, Houphouët-Boigny’s policy was a “political 

masterstroke” as “the regime institutionalized the expansionist logic of the économie de plantation 

without directly challenging the birthrights of those exercising ‘moral authority over the land’.”383 

This laissez-faire approach placed an official stamp on processes that were already underway while 

sweeping under the rug the explosive question of private property in land.384 The regime’s ability to 

ultimately impose this policy on local communities was based on the absence of political leadership 
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‘on the ground’ that could contest the central government’s authority.385 This policy provided the key 

ingredient for the continued growth of the cocoa sector, by essentially guaranteeing low cost labour 

from poorer neighbouring regions in northern Côte d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso and Mali. As Hecht notes, 

this policy also fundamentally altered land tenure systems as lineages no longer exercised effective 

control over the allocation of land since “rights of usufruct and unrestricted transfer had become 

vested in individual households, autochthonous and immigrant.”386 The regime’s preferential 

treatment of migrant labourers ultimately tipped the balance in favour of migrant farmers at the 

expense of autochthons’ future claims to the land. And yet although this policy facilitated 

unprecedented growth in the plantation economies during the post-colonial period, it also set the 

stage for explosive discourses around autochthony by exacerbating tensions between host and 

migrant populations. 

Notwithstanding the socio-political implications of these migration processes, the expansion 

of the cocoa frontier during the post-colonial period greatly contributed to the ‘Ivoirian miracle’ – a 

period of impressive economic growth during the 1960s and 1970s. Although the Ivoirian 

government attempted to lessen its dependency on its dominant export products – cocoa, coffee, and 

timber – it failed to diversify the economy. While these three products contributed 24 per cent of 

gross domestic product (GDP) and 85 per cent of exports in 1960, nearly two decades later they 

continued to represent one-quarter of GDP and 83 per cent of exports.387 Moreover, cocoa output 

rose from 100,000 tons in 1960 to 370,000 tons in 1980, making Côte d’Ivoire the leading producer 

of cocoa in the world.388 This dramatic increase in production levels helped contribute to the 
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country’s impressive GDP growth rate of 7.3 per cent since the mid-1950s, “a rate unmatched in its 

amplitude and length in black Africa.”389 This was an exceptional economic feat in Africa, as the 

country “managed to keep alive and healthy the goose” (i.e. cocoa and coffee farming) that had laid 

the country’s golden eggs.390 However, despite the undisputable fact that the country’s economic 

miracle was indeed remarkable, the ‘golden eggs’ were not universally shared amongst Ivoirians. As 

noted in the previous section, Ivoirian elites had disproportionately benefited from the fruits of the 

burgeoning cocoa sector as early as the late-colonial period. Perhaps no Ivoirian benefited more from 

the growth of this sector than Houphouët-Boigny. Upon the death of his maternal uncle in 1940, 

Houphouët-Boigny inherited vast lands around Yamoussoukro. By 1987-1988, his share of total 

cocoa production rose to 100,000 metric tons, accounting for approximately one-fifth of the nation’s 

total output.391 Houphouët-Boigny appears to have taken his own advice, as he allegedly once told 

one of his compatriots that “[i]f you don’t want to vegetate in bamboo huts, concentrate your efforts 

on growing good cocoa and good coffee. They will fetch a good price, and you will become rich.”392 

By contrast, the actual motors of growth during this period (i.e. peasant farmers) gained only limited 

benefits when compared to those accrued by government bureaucrats, party officials and foreign 

firms.393 

Although the country’s economic miracle lasted well over two decades, cracks began to 

appear in the plantation economy during the 1970s. One of the first signs of impending problems 

related to the issue of migration and land availability. Throughout the late colonial period and first 

decades of the post-colonial era, the main factor limiting production had been labour as land was 

readily available. Given the abundance of land and the fact that it was more profitable to increase 
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growth by expanding into new forested areas rather than attempt to work previously planted areas, 

“the cocoa economy turned into a ‘race for the forest’.”394 However, the rush to cultivate cocoa on 

virgin forests hit a major roadblock in the late 1970s when forest resources began to dwindle. In fact, 

as early as the 1970s experts were already alarmed by the rapid exploitation of virgin forest areas.395 

The issue of land scarcity was exacerbated by the constant flow of immigrants into the Southern 

forest regions during this period. In response to a dramatic increase in the price of cocoa and coffee 

throughout the mid-1970s, the number of immigrants increased by approximately 1.3 million during 

the 1976-1980 period.396 

In light of these structural challenges and a financial downturn in the weakening Ivoirian 

economy, the government was forced to turn towards the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and 

ultimately implement a structural adjustment programme (SAP) aimed at re-structuring and kick-

starting the economy.397 The SAP would have far-reaching consequences for the struggling cocoa 

sector. By the 1988-1989 round of payments, none of the partners in the cocoa or coffee sectors 

could be paid; consequently, the “IMF made the halving of the price paid to coffee and cocoa 

producers a pre-condition for negotiating any agreement, just a few months after they had strongly 

recommended an increase in the price paid to producers.”398 This would have deeply damaging 

effects on the already economically vulnerable Ivoirian peasant farmers. However, it would also have 
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unintended consequences on host-migrant relations in the cocoa regions. According to Chauveau and 

Léonard, Burkinabè immigrants that had been in “a less advantageous position during the pioneer 

phase, coped best with the crisis” as they controlled labour and thus were less affected than other 

groups by the increase in labour costs and the fall in the supply of workers during the crisis. 

Moreover, the Burkinabè had higher cocoa yields than the average observed for other groups and 

continued to make a profit even when cocoa prices were very low.399 The relative success of the 

Burkinabè during this crisis, as we shall see, would come at a great cost in the years to come. 

How can we characterize host-migrant relations during the Houphouët-Boigny era? To be 

sure, state-led efforts to expand the plantation economies through open immigration policies 

facilitated the development of a world-class agricultural export sector. However, Houphouët-

Boigny’s economic strategy was short-sighted as it failed to recognize the potential implications of 

engineering a system of cocoa expansion in which “land pioneering and influxes of migrant laborers 

created villages and localities that were not unified by common ancestry, myths of origin, or spiritual 

leaders.”400 Although the state attempted to build on the existing framework of the tutorat in order to 

promote the integration of migrants on cultural grounds and as a sign of African fraternity, no ‘sense 

of fraternity’ took hold throughout the cultivation frontiers.401 Given the vast financial resources at 

his disposal during the Ivoirian miracle, Houphouët-Boigny had been able to avert major crises 

through a complex system of patron-client relations in which he co-opted potential political rivals 

and appeased key interest groups. Yet as the above analysis suggests, the crisis in the cocoa pioneer 

front constrained Houphouët-Boigny’s ability to manage the complex political-economy of the cocoa 

sector, thus further entrenching cleavages between hosts and migrants in the cocoa regions. 
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Given the periodic flare-ups between autochthons and migrants during the colonial and post-

colonial periods, it is hardly surprising that increased economic uncertainties heightened tensions 

between these groups. As highlighted in the previous section, autochthons targeted foreign workers 

on the eve – and in the wake – of independence in 1960. Moreover, when in 1966 Houphouët-Boigny 

proposed to the National Assembly that residents from the Conseil de l’Entente (Upper Volta, Niger 

and Dahomey) be granted dual nationality his proposition was strongly opposed by his one-party 

government and thus failed to pass. As Dozon argues, Houphouët-Boigny’s cosmopolitan views were 

clearly out of sync with his compatriots’ more nationalistic sentiments.402 Furthermore, in 1974 

foreigners became victims of government economic policies that prevented them from registering in 

the Office de la main-d’oeuvre de Côte d’Ivoire even though registration was a prerequisite for 

legally applying for and obtaining a salaried position. The consequence of this law was that non-

Ivoirians were relegated to the informal sector of the economy – as well as their Ivoirian born 

children – since Côte d’Ivoire does not recognize children born to foreigners as Ivoirian citizens.403 

And yet despite these relatively benign manifestations of unresolved tensions between host and 

migrant populations, one event in particular would serve to forever transform relations between these 

groups. In 1967, Kragbé Gnagbé, a Bété urban intellectual with socialist leanings, formed the Parti 

Nationaliste Africaine. Three years later, Gnagbé hoisted a flag and declared the secession of the 

‘independent state of Eburnie’ at the city hall of Gagnoa in central-west Côte d’Ivoire, after violently 

attacking local state representatives and security forces. In response to this act the national army 

quickly intervened and brutally repressed the uprising. Although the figures are deemed to be grossly 

exaggerated, Gnagbé supporters claimed that between 3,000 and 6,000 were killed in what they 
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would henceforth refer to as the ‘Guébié genocide’.404 Despite the fact that this incident occurred 

over four decades ago, Marshall-Fratani argues that it “has remained fundamental in Bété collective 

memory” as it served to crystallize a political identify among the Bété given their ‘oppression’ under 

the hegemonic rule of the Houphouët-Boigny, PDCI and Baoulé ‘triumvirate’.405 As the following 

sections reveal, these underlying tensions would ultimately contribute to tearing the country apart in 

the late 1990s and early 2000s. 

 

FROM MIRACLE TO MELTDOWN: 

UNCERTAINTY IN THE POST-HOUPHOUËT-BOIGNY ERA (1990-2002) 

 

Although there is no single causal explanation to account for the end of the ‘Ivoirian miracle’ in the 

1980s, Chauveau cites a number of factors that serve to explain the collapse of Côte d’Ivoire’s 

economy, including a crisis in the ‘pioneer’ production system, an urban economic crisis, a fall in the 

price of agricultural produce and in farmers’ standard of living, and a financial crisis that severely 

affected the state.406 While the gradual collapse of the cocoa sector was thus not the only source of 

Côte d’Ivoire’s economic ills during this period, the exhaustion of the cocoa frontier in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s dealt a death blow to the economy. As Beauchemin points out, territorial expansion 

had already reached the Liberian border while forest reserves had been virtually exhausted; simply 

put, “the heart of the Ivoirian model had reached a structural blockade.”407 Meanwhile, the 

implementation of a rigid SAP in the late 1980s and 1990s further strained an already fragile 

economic system. Aside from the obvious blow to Ivoirian farmers owing to the halving of producer 

prices in the late 1980s, the IMF’s prescriptions called for additional measures that brought about 
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even more drastic changes to the cocoa sector.408 Under severe pressure from the Bretton Woods 

institutions, the government agreed to dismantle the Caisse de Stabilisation – a hallmark institution 

that had played a central role in establishing producer prices and marketing major export 

commodities.409 Although the Caisse was replaced by the Nouvelle Caistab, the new organization’s 

mandate was “limited to simply registering contracts and supplying information for the sector.”410 

Along with the economic uncertainties of the day, the end of the Ivoirian miracle ushered in a 

new era of political uncertainty. Under pressure from the international community and his own 

economically disgruntled citizenry, the ailing Houphouët-Boigny agreed to multi-party elections in 

1990. Although he had largely succeeded in sweeping debates over citizenship and nationhood under 

the rug throughout his thirty-year rule, the elections brought these divisive issues to the fore. While 

Houphouët-Boigny easily defeated his main rival candidate in the elections, garnering over 80 per 

cent of the vote, the main opposition party at the time – the Front Populaire Ivoirien (FPI) under 

Laurent Gbagbo − attempted to build their campaign by “arousing an Ivorian xenophobic 

nationalism” that took aim at the government’s supposed favouritism of foreigners.411 A member of 

the Bété ethnic group, and originally from the Gagnoa area in the central-west cocoa regions, Gbagbo 

was able to mobilize support amongst the disgruntled autochthonous peoples. As many of the local 

populations were now minorities in their home communities, owing to the massive influx of migrant 

labourers in recent decades, they were highly sympathetic to Gbagbo’s critiques of the central 

government. 

The Houphouët-Boigny era came to an end in 1993 when ‘le vieux’ – as he was affectionately 

called – died at the age of eighty-eight. After a brief power struggle with then Prime Minister 

Alassane Ouattara, the President of the National Assembly, Henri Konan Bédié, succeeded 
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Houphouët-Boigny. Bédié’s succession to the presidency triggered a split in the governing PDCI 

party, when after only a few months in power a splinter group left the party to create the 

Rassemblement des Républicains (RDR) in 1994. The new party immediately pledged its allegiance 

to the former Prime Minister and northern Muslim, Alassane Ouattara. However, cognizant of the 

political threat that Ouattara and the RDR posed to his candidacy in the upcoming presidential 

elections in 1995, the Bédié camp set about labelling the RDR as “a northern regionalist party with a 

sinister ‘Muslim’ agenda likely to tear the country apart.”412 In order to eliminate his rival, Bédié 

took a page out of Gbagbo’s political playbook and adopted an exclusionary policy of Ivoirian 

nationalism embodied in the slogan of ivoirité – or ‘Ivoirianness’.413 The concept of ivoirité 

attempted to define what it meant to be a ‘true Ivoirian’, although it was obviously constructed in 

order to undermine Ouattara’s participation in the elections. However, as Crook argues, “the real 

bombshell ... did not hit the opposition until mid-1994, when the government’s new Electoral Law 

was unveiled for discussion in the National Assembly.”414 The new Electoral law essentially 

stipulated that a presidential candidate must be Ivoirian by birth, and have parents that were both 

born in the country. Unsurprisingly, Ouattara’s camp perceived the law as a deliberate attempt to 

exclude their candidate from competing in the elections, as one of Ouattara’s parents was allegedly 

originally from Burkina Faso. The RDR leadership wasted little time in committing “itself to 

portraying Bédié’s purge of Ouattara supporters as systematic discrimination against the north,” 

contending that the law was designed not only to exclude Ouattara but also the hundreds of 

thousands of northern voters and Muslim migrants that would have arguably voted for him.415 

Although the introduction of multi-party elections had renewed controversial and politically sensitive 
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debates, Ouattara’s eventual exclusion from the 1995 elections was the key event in triggering Côte 

d’Ivoire’s downward spiral of polarized politics. 

The political climate continued to worsen during the late 1990s as ethnic and regional 

cleavages became more entrenched. On 24 December 1999, Côte d’Ivoire made international 

headlines when General Robert Gueï ousted Bédié’s ailing regime. Although the General had 

initially promised to not run for the presidency, stating that he would only remain in power until 

elections could be held, Gueï reneged on his promise and ran in the 2000 elections. However, before 

he could compete in the elections, he attempted to stack the cards in his favour by once again having 

Ouattara excluded from competing in the elections. Although he had clearly lost the elections to 

Gbagbo and the FPI, Gueï made a final attempt to hold on to power. However, in response to the 

mass protests and violence in the wake of the elections Gueï fled the country and ceded power to 

Gbagbo and the FPI. As soon as the FPI took power, the RDR requested new presidential elections in 

order to allow their candidate to compete. Rather than reach out to Ouattara and his political base in 

the northern regions of the country, Gbagbo and his army violently attacked Ouattara’s supporters 

and slowly purged northerners from the army, the police, and the civil service while strategically 

replacing them with his own supporters.416 Given the systematic discrimination against Northerners 

and immigrants in the Southern regions over the ensuing years, Gbagbo’s tactics served to 

increasingly alienate large segments of Ivoirian society. The marginalization and exclusion of 

political and military elites under Gbagbo’s rule would eventually lead to an attempted coup and 

ultimately the outbreak of nation-wide civil war in 2002. 

While the politics of ivoirité and the ethnicization of electoral politics during the post-

Houphouët-Boigny years heightened tensions between the ‘northern’ and ‘southern’ regions, it also 

had polarizing effects on host-migrant relations in the western cocoa regions. Although migrants 

from northern Côte d’Ivoire to the southern cocoa regions remained Ivoirian citizens according to an 
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‘orthodox’ understanding of citizenship, the ethnicization of ‘strangerhood’ helped shift the prime 

markers of identity to criteria based on area of origin, culture and affiliation. In other words, ivoirité 

served to create a new conception of strangerhood through which the category of ‘stranger’ would 

henceforth consist of not only immigrants but also Ivoirians considered to be ‘Dioula’ and virtually 

anyone with a ‘northern’ or Muslim identity.417 Given the sheer scale of internal and cross-border 

migration into these regions, hundreds of thousands of migrants came under attack as their 

citizenship and land rights were contested. Due to the relative success of migrant farmers vis-à-vis 

autochthonous cocoa planters, the former increasingly came to be seen as the source of the rural 

crisis in the cocoa regions.418 According to Beauchemin, the increasing land scarcity in the 1980s and 

1990s exacerbated inequalities between autochthons and allochthons. Moreover, a dramatic shift in 

migration patterns would also further strain relations between these groups, as urban emigration 

increased as a result of the collapse of the cocoa sector and Ivoirian economy. When Ivoirian 

urbanites were forced to return to their rural home communities following the economic downturn, 

they found that much of the land had been expropriated by migrants. Needless to say, this led the 

urban youth to revolt against this perceived ‘injustice’.419 

And yet while many autochthons viewed all migrants as the root of all problems, Mossi 

farmers originally from Burkina Faso became the central focus of hostility. This was arguably due to 

the fact that they had continued to make profits during the financial crisis, given their ability to 

exploit cocoa plantations with maturing cocoa trees.420 As if to add fuel to the fire, the passing of a 

new land code in 1998 that limited the right of land purchase to ‘citizens’ further threatened 

migrants’ rights while reinvigorating the vitriolic debate over citizenship rights. During the fall of 

                                                           
417

 Richard Banégas, "Côte D’ivoire: Patriotism, Ethnonationalism and Other African Modes of Self Writing," 

African Affairs 105, no. 421 (2006): 541. 
418

 Guro Almås, "The Political Implications of Economic Adjustment: Crisis, Reform, and Political Breakdown in 

Côte D’ivoire," in Perspectives on Côte d’Ivoire: between political breakdown and post-conflict peace ed. Cyril I. 

Obi (Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2007). 
419

 Beauchemin: 16-18. 
420

 Dwayne Woods, "The Tragedy of the Cocoa Pod: Rent-Seeking, Land and Ethnic Conflict in Ivory Coast," The 

Journal of Modern African Studies 41, no. 4 (2003): 652. 



127 

 

1999, these debates culminated in a series of bloody conflicts, resulting in the forced evacuation of 

over 10,000 Burkinabès from the southwest region to other regions and neighbouring countries.421 

Although this violence was clearly connected to unresolved land tenure problems that pre-dated the 

post-independence period, it was ultimately the painting of ‘strangers’ as the root of the problem of 

Ivoirian society that led to these violent attacks.422 These strangers were no longer only viewed as 

unwanted competition by disgruntled autochthonous farmers, but rather came to be recognized as 

unlawful and illegitimate foreign occupiers of the land. 

 

‘MAKING WAR IN CÔTE D’IVOIRE’423 (2002-2010) 

On 19 September 2002, former army officers from the north tried to overthrow Laurent Gbagbo. 

Given the increasing marginalization and victimization of northerners in Côte d’Ivoire from the late 

1990s onwards, the attempted coup did not come as a complete surprise. Although the rebels failed to 

capture Abidjan, they succeeded in seizing control of northern Côte d’Ivoire, leading to a north-south 

split in the country. In order to avoid being painted as a Muslim rebel group, the newly-formed 

Mouvement Patriotique pour la Côte d’Ivoire forces chose Guillaume Soro – a Christian with ties to 

the south and a former leader of the politically influential youth and student body known as the 

Fédération estudiantine et scolaire de Côte d’Ivoire (FESCI) – to head their organization.424 

Thousands were killed during the early stages of the conflict between north and south, while close to 

a million more fled the violence. Though the conflict pitted ‘northerners’ against ‘southerners,’ the 

worst violence occurred in the western cocoa regions. From December 2002 to April 2003, the main 

protagonists engaged in bloody conflict in these regions resulting in the death of thousands of 
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civilians, while further exacerbating interethnic tensions between migrant and host populations.425 

Due to their close historical ties and the existence of a defense agreement between the two countries 

dating back to 1961, along with the fact that over 16,000 French citizens still resided in the country, 

the French government wasted little time in intervening. Over 3000 troops were placed along the 

Zone de Confiance – a buffer zone separating the rebel-controlled North from the government-held 

South.426 And yet notwithstanding France’s robust intervention in the conflict, some scholars have 

argued that French involvement was rather ambiguous as although they prevented the insurgency 

from militarily defeating the army, they refused to take sides with the Gbagbo government.427 

In January 2003 the French government became increasingly involved in the conflict when it 

organized a meeting between the conflict’s main protagonists in the Paris suburb of Marcoussis. 

After only a few days of negotiations, the meeting culminated in the signing of the Linas-Marcoussis 

Agreement on 14 January 2003.428 Although the Agreement addressed the key elements of the 

conflict, it was immediately apparent that it would not hold when on the day after its signing 

Gbagbo’s Jeunes Patriotes militia, who were allegedly infuriated by the agreement’s power-sharing 

deal, rioted in Abidjan and attacked French residents, schools, and businesses.429 The violent attacks 

perpetrated by pro-Gbagbo hardliners against both the French and Northerners revealed the deep 

discontent amongst hardliners over French involvement in the conflict. Many in the Gbagbo camp 

felt that France had legitimized an armed rebellion against the south, and that French-led mediation 
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frustrated their longstanding efforts to distance themselves from their former colonial power.430 As 

Gbagbo was clearly aware that many in his camp seriously disapproved of the agreement, he quickly 

distanced himself from it and imposed obstacles to its implementation.431 As the Linas-Marcoussis 

Agreement was basically dead on arrival, it failed to resolve the crisis. Consequently, outbreaks of 

violent conflict continued across the country. However, a new twist occurred in the crisis in 

November 2004 when government forces violated a ceasefire and ‘accidentally’ bombed a French 

military camp in the central Ivoirian city of Bouaké, killing nine French soldiers. The French swiftly 

responded by eliminating the aerial capacity of Gbagbo’s forces by destroying the government’s war 

planes. In response to this ‘attack’ Pro-Gbagbo youth militias once again took to the streets, violently 

targeting French citizens in Abidjan. 

In light of the protracted nature of the conflict and the rapidly deteriorating political climate, 

South Africa’s President Thabo Mbeki agreed to act as a mediator in order to negotiate a new peace 

agreement. Once again, the conflict’s main protagonists – President Gbagbo, Prime Minister Diarra, 

PDCI leader Bédié, RDR leader Ouattara, and the Forces Nouvelles’ Secretary-General Soro – 

gathered to negotiate a deal in Pretoria. The meeting culminated in yet another peace agreement on 6 

April 2005. Although the Pretoria Accord was “strong on paper” it too would fail to bring durable 

peace.432 According to Bah, “the Pretoria Agreement languished as violence continued, disarmament 

stalled, elections became elusive, and the government remained dysfunctional.”433 Over the course of 

the following two years, Gbagbo continued to undermine efforts to resolve the conflict, refusing to 

accept United Nations Security Council Resolutions 1633 (October 2005) and 1721 (November 
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2006) that would have weakened his grip on power. However, recognizing that a political stalemate 

could undermine his own interests, Gbagbo eventually approached the President of Burkina Faso, 

Blaise Compaoré, to facilitate a direct dialogue with the Forces Nouvelles.434 After lengthy 

discussions, the conflict’s two principal actors – Gbagbo and Soro – signed the Ouagadougou Peace 

Agreement in the Burkinabe capital on 4 March 2007. This agreement recognized three fundamental 

issues for resolving the conflict: (1) the acceleration of voter registration; (2) the restructuring of the 

Ivoirian defence and security forces to create an integrated command centre; and (3) the removal of 

the ‘zone of confidence’ separating the belligerents.435 Notwithstanding some challenges in 

implementing the agreement, the Ouagadougou Peace Accord was relatively successful in achieving 

its objectives. The International Crisis Group, for instance, noted one year after the signing of the 

agreement that “there has been a general improvement in the security environment, and the so-called 

zone of confidence, which amounted to a physical and symbolic partition of the country, has been 

dismantled.”436 This assessment was echoed by Bah, who stated in 2010 that “fighting has stopped, 

the government has been largely stable, disarmament has begun, substitute birth certificates have 

been issued to a significant number of people, and the identification and voter registration process is 

progressing.”437 Perhaps most important of all, the agreement paved the way for presidential 

elections in 2010. 

Although the Ivoirian conflict itself has not directly revolved around the cocoa sector, cocoa 

has played a pivotal role in fuelling the violence. A 2007 report by Global Witness reveals that cocoa 

revenues have contributed significant sums to both sides in the conflict. The report states that 

“opportunities for enrichment from cocoa through corruption and misuse of revenues, both by the 
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government and the rebel group Forces Nouvelles (FN), continue to undermine the resolution of the 

crisis.”438 In his excellent examination of the complex conflict dynamics during the civil war, 

McGovern reveals how cocoa revenues were deeply embedded in the ‘war economy’ as a situation of 

‘neither war nor peace’ enriched many elites and bureaucrats throughout the conflict.439 According to 

the Global Witness report, the FN accrued approximately 30 million dollars per year since 2004, 

while Gbagbo’s side had used nearly 60 million dollars by 2007 to finance the war.440 And yet, as 

noted above, the cocoa regions have been most affected by the conflict. Once again, though the civil 

war pitted the north against the south, the most acute violence in the early years of the conflict was in 

the western cocoa zones, as tensions between ethnic groups over land-ownership, control of property, 

and ivoirité exploded, resulting in mass expulsions and the exodus of tens of thousands of 

migrants.441 Meanwhile, the mass displacement caused by the large-scale violence throughout the 

region has further complicated the explosive and unresolved issues over land ownership in these 

regions.442 Worst of all, the outbreak of violence in these regions and the protracted nature of the 

conflict have further radicalized discourses around autochthony. As Banégas and Marshall-Fratani 

note, the discourse of autochthony took “a resolutely xenophobic and ultranationalist form, 

designating ‘foreigners’ and northerners as the ‘enemies’ of Côte d’Ivoire.”443 In sum, it would 

appear as though the underlying root causes of the conflict – contested rights over citizenship and 
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land – have not only been unresolved during the conflict but have instead become increasingly 

politicized. 

 

THE 2010 ELECTIONS AND THE ENDURING IVOIRIAN CRISIS 

On 31 October 2010 Ivoirians finally went to the polls to vote in heavily anticipated presidential 

elections that had been postponed six times since 2005. Although the first round of elections went 

relatively smoothly, the second round run-off pitting Laurent Gbagbo against Alassane Ouattara on 

28 November ushered in a new period of political instability. Although the Independent Electoral 

Commission and the United Nations recognized Ouattara as the rightful winner with 54.1 per cent of 

the vote, the results were immediately overturned by the President of the Constitutional Council, who 

subsequently declared Gbagbo as the new winner. Given the obvious electoral fraud on the part of 

Gbagbo and his cronies, the Ouattara camp refused to accept the decision. When both candidates 

took oaths of office days later, the country was plunged into a democratic deadlock. Within days the 

international community – including the UN, the Economic Community of West African States, the 

African Union, and major powers like the United States and France – called for Gbagbo to cede 

power to Ouattara. However, despite countless efforts by international actors and the Ouattara camp 

to resolve the stalemate through political channels, the crisis was eventually ‘resolved’ using military 

means.444 After nearly five months of democratic deadlock, pro-Ouattara forces rapidly advanced on 

the South and eventually Abidjan. On 11 April 2011 Gbagbo was finally arrested after a ten-day 

siege of the presidential palace. Altogether, the post-election violence is estimated to have resulted in 

the death of over 3000 people.445 
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In many ways, Abidjan was the epicentre of the post-election conflict. With Ouattara under 

lockdown in an Abidjan hotel throughout most of the post-election crisis, and Gbagbo continuing to 

reside in the presidential palace, most of the negotiations took place in the economic capital. 

Moreover, much of the open fighting during the post-election crisis took the form of urban repressive 

violence on the part of pro-Gbagbo forces, often committed against Muslim Ivoirians of Northern 

provenance and West African nationals living in Abidjan.446 Pro-Gbagbo hardliners like youth leader 

Charles Blé Goudé instructed loyalists to establish checkpoints to monitor the activities of 

‘foreigners’, resulting in widespread abuses committed against West African nationals residing in 

Abidjan.447 Yet despite the political significance of Abidjan throughout the crisis, once again the 

worst violence occurred in the Western cocoa regions.448 Although both pro-Ouattara and pro-

Gbagbo supporters were responsible for the violence, migrant populations were especially targeted. 

In retrospect, this does not come as a surprise as in the weeks leading up to the first round of 

elections, many migrants in the regions received threats from autochthons that if Gbagbo lost the 

elections their land would be expropriated.449 In the wake of the first round of elections, anti-

immigrant rhetoric intensified, as Gbagbo himself played up the issue while on the campaign trail. 

According to one news source, Gbagbo was on numerous occasions quoted as saying that there were 

“two types of candidates ... a candidate for Côte d’Ivoire and a candidate for foreigners.”450 Given the 

widespread use of such tactics, and the legacy of violent attacks committed against migrant 
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populations, it is hardly surprising that these populations feared for their safety during the elections. 

As one Baoulé tribal chief in Gbagbo’s home town of Gagnoa lamented, “[i]f you haven’t accepted 

to vote how they say, they beat you up around the corner.”451 

In light of this precarious and volatile environment, it is understandable why so many 

migrants left the Western regions for the relative safety of Liberia and other border countries and 

neighbouring regions within Côte d’Ivoire when the political situation deteriorated. By late-January 

2011 nearly 31,000 Ivoirians had already fled to Liberia.452 Most of the refugees were not fleeing 

actual violence but the fear that violence might be committed against them.453 Given the terrible 

violence that many of these refugees had already experienced during earlier outbreaks of conflict, 

they were keenly aware of the power of autochthony discourses and the potential for more outbreaks 

to occur. The sheer scale of the total displaced reveals the magnitude of the crisis in the Western 

cocoa regions. Two months after Gbagbo’s capture, there were still more than 320,000 Ivoirians 

displaced in Côte d’Ivoire and over 200,000 more refugees in neighbouring countries.454 Many of the 

displaced – both internally and in neighbouring countries – were from the cocoa regions. Although 

the military conflict is obviously over, many of the displaced still fear returning home as the situation 

in the Western regions remains unstable.455 Migrant and autochthon populations are still frightened at 

the prospect of returning home as both groups fear retribution given the indiscriminate waves of 
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violence that targeted both sides during the conflict.456 To be sure, the Ivoirian government is fully 

aware of the need to quickly repatriate the displaced Ivoirians.457 However, as the recent bloodbath 

committed by pro-Gbagbo and pro-Ouattara forces in these regions reveals, deep-seeded tensions 

between autochthon and migrant populations continue to prevail. The unresolved nature of the 

enduring Ivoirian crisis was indeed illustrated by the July 2012 attack on an internally displaced 

persons camp (IDP) in the region of Moyen Cavally. In response to the killings of four Malinkés 

(migrant population) in the town of Duékoué, an estimated 1000 Malinkés took up arms alongside 

dozo fighters killing seven Guérés (autochthons) and destroying the IDP camp where around 5000 

local Guérés were staying.458 Thus while Côte d’Ivoire’s civil war has obviously ended, peace is 

indeed precarious, most notably in the country’s Western cocoa regions. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The above analysis highlights the complex and contradictory role that migration has played 

throughout Côte d’Ivoire’s history. Migration processes during the colonial and early post-colonial 

periods facilitated the dramatic expansion of the country’s plantation economies, leading to a 

remarkable period of economic growth and political stability known as the Ivoirian miracle. Without 

the mass influx of migrants from the northern regions of the country and neighbouring countries, 

Côte d’Ivoire’s cocoa sector would never have witnessed the rapid growth that enabled it to become 
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the largest producer of cocoa in the world. However, despite the central role of migrants and 

migration in promoting economic development, these movements would also contribute to eventually 

tearing the country apart. Although labour migration had been a contentious and controversial issue 

since well before the post-independence period, the introduction of multi-party elections in 1990 

ushered in a new era of ethnicized and polarized politics that heightened tensions between host and 

migrant populations. To be sure, migration did not ‘cause’ the outbreak of civil war in Côte d’Ivoire; 

however, as Beauchemin reminds us, we must examine the role of these migrations in order to 

understand the collapse of the Ivoirian model and the conditions that triggered and perpetuated the 

conflict.459 Although the protracted conflict in Côte d’Ivoire eventually gave rise to a complex and 

full-blown civil war, the enduring crisis ultimately gravitates around unresolved issues related to land 

tenure and citizenship – issues that are fundamentally related to the decades-long migrations into the 

cocoa regions, and that will be further explored throughout the dissertation. 

This chapter has ultimately provided a detailed account of the socio-political implications of 

migration into Côte d’Ivoire’s cocoa regions. The historical overview of the political economy of 

migration and conflict in Côte d’Ivoire reveals the deep cleavages and unresolved tensions between 

autochthon and migrant populations throughout the country, and notably in the cocoa regions. As 

noted in the introduction to this chapter, the purpose here is not to attempt to systematically examine 

the complex relationship between large-scale migrations and outbreaks of violent conflict in Côte 

d’Ivoire’s cocoa regions, but rather to highlight the key events that have shaped autochthon-migrant 

relations in these regions. This examination of migration-conflict dynamics ultimately provides us 

with crucial background context for comparing and contrasting dynamics and insights from the 

Ghanaian case in Chapters 6 through 8. As we will see in the following chapter on the political 

economy of migration and conflict in Ghana, migration flows in and of themselves need not 

contribute to the outbreak of violent conflict. 
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Chapter 5: Ghana: Migration, Cocoa and Peace? 

 

The cocoa sector has played a leading role in Ghana’s political economy for more than a century. 

Cocoa continues to provide a means of livelihood for millions of Ghanaians as the cash crop is 

essentially a smallholder enterprise.460 Ghana’s farmers still perceive the crop to be an important 

source of security as cocoa is long-lived,461 provides a guaranteed price set by the government, 

demonstrates land tenure, confers status upon farmers, and generates yields with minimal labour 

inputs.462 Furthermore, the forecasted increase in global demand, lack of an alternative crop and 

recognition of the potential health benefits, all suggest that cocoa will continue to be an important 

crop for many years to come.463 And yet while the future of Ghana’s cocoa sector may be promising, 

the sector faces a number of enduring challenges. Most farmers struggle to pay for basic inputs like 

fertilizers and sprays, resulting in low levels of productivity. This problem is exacerbated by the old 

age and poor health of many farmers, and the challenges they face in hiring labour to work on their 

farms. Central among those factors responsible for the shortage and rising cost of labour is the out-

migration of youth who appear to be increasingly uninterested in working in this labour-intensive 

sector.464 The increasing cost of labour is indeed a serious concern for the sustainability of the cocoa 

sector – and the Ghanaian economy for that matter – as labour is the principal cost in producing 

cocoa. In fact, as Ruf points, a rise in wage rates has had such powerful impacts as to even make 
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Figure 5.1 National cocoa production levels in Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire (1960-2008)
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Figure 5.2 Nominal price paid to cocoa producers in Ghana (1960-2008)
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some countries “too developed” to cultivate cocoa.467 Finally, although Ghana’s cocoa sector 

developed through the logic of expansion, where farmers abandoned old farms in favour of migrating 
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to virgin forest areas, the exhaustion of virgin forests ultimately means that this is no longer a viable 

option for the continued development of the cocoa industry.468 In sum, most experts thus agree that it 

is only through innovation and intensification that Ghana’s cocoa sector will continue to thrive.469 

The issue of migration is deeply connected to the origins and expansion of Ghana’s cocoa 

industry. Although in recent decades Ghana has become a country of emigration to countries such as 

Nigeria, United Kingdom and the United States, for much of the twentieth century it was one of the 

largest recipients of immigration in Africa.470 Many of these immigrants – and internal migrants – 

moved to Southern Ghana to work in the country’s cocoa and mining sectors. Consequently, these 

migrations and the development of the cocoa industry have had a profound impact on the country’s 

economy. However, the growth of the cocoa sector has also had important political and social 

implications throughout Ghana’s cocoa regions. The decision “to cultivate cocoa – a tree crop – for 

cash, presented a dilemma” as tree cropping suggests permanent tenure on land that has historically 

not been intended on family lands.471 Thus the cultivation of cocoa radically transformed the land 

tenure system throughout Ghana’s cocoa regions. As Amanor argues, “It was only with the 

emergence of the colonial economy, with its export crop enclaves and its labour reserves, that the 

categories of migrant farmers, migrant labourers, and land as a commodity in itself (which could be 

transacted through sale, leasing or sharecropping) came into being as the dominant social relations of 
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production.”472 These transformations in land tenure had important implications on indigenous-

migrant relations in the cocoa regions. Although ‘citizens’473 have traditionally acquired land through 

inheritance given their ‘customary rights’ to the land, migrants – often referred to as  ‘outsiders’ or 

‘strangers’ – have  had to negotiate the right to land use as they have no customary rights to the 

land.474 Consequently, the negotiation over land has often entailed purchasing the land outright or by 

entering into various share-cropping agreements.475 While migrants have historically tended to view 

the purchase of land as suggesting ownership, most indigenous communities in the Akan-dominated 

cocoa regions have traditionally made a conceptual separation between the land and what ultimately 

grows on it, as they argue that land rests with the ‘stool’ and the landowning group.476 In short, these 

communities generally view cash payments by migrant cocoa farmers for acquiring land as symbolic 

payment to use the land rather than an outright sale. 

Given the extensive history of migration into Ghana’s cocoa regions and the complex and 

contested nature of land tenure in these areas, disputes over land have frequently occurred. These 

conflicts are often connected to the rise and decline of the cocoa ‘frontier’ as this shifting frontier 

affects the availability and cost of both land and labour, heightening tensions and bringing about 

social conflicts between (1) indigenes and migrants; (2) chiefs and citizens; (3) youth and elders; and 

(4) between family members.477 The relationship between indigenes and migrants is especially 

important, as most conflicts are directly or indirectly linked to the issue of migrant labour in cocoa 
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farming. For example, many Ghanaian youth are frustrated with the chiefs, elders and other family 

members who have sold their lands to migrant farmers. And yet notwithstanding the pivotal role that 

migration has played in the development of Ghana’s cocoa sector, very few scholars have explored 

the political and social implications of these movements. Although this migration constitutes one of 

the largest movements of labour in Sub-Saharan Africa, there is little research that examines the 

impact of these flows on indigenous-migrant relations. The failure to critically examine this issue 

stems from the general neglect by most social scientists to explore broader questions about the 

politics of ethnicity and citizenship in Ghana.478 This is a major oversight given the earlier described 

upsurge in conflicts of autochthony.479 As Chapter 8 reveals, Ghana is not impervious to such 

conflicts, as there has been protracted violence between indigenes and migrants in the country’s 

Northern regions.480 And yet despite some of the striking parallels between Ghana and the Ivoirian 

cocoa regions, migration into the Ghanaian cocoa regions has failed to fundamentally become a 

politically contentious issue. 

This chapter examines the political economy of migration and conflict in Ghana from a 

historical perspective. In so doing, it explores the socio-political implications of migration into the 

country’s cocoa regions. The analysis focuses on the extent to which important developments in the 

cocoa sector – and in the country more generally – have affected indigenous-migrant relations in the 

cocoa regions. The chapter therefore provides important background information for better 

understanding the diverging outcomes across the case studies. It is important to note, however, that 

the chapter does not attempt to explain the absence of large-scale violent conflict in the cocoa 

regions, as this will be explored later in the dissertation. Rather, the purpose here is simply to map 
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the important political and economic events that have influenced indigenous-migrant relations in 

Ghana’s regions. Thus the chapter sets the stage for the comparative section in Chapters 6 through 8 

which develop a model of the migration-conflict nexus by using insights from the Ivoirian and 

Ghanaian cases. The chapter is divided into five key periods: the colonial era, the early years of post-

independence under President Kwame Nkrumah, the uncertain years following the coup against 

Nkrumah, the years of reform and rebuilding under President Jerry Rawlings, and the recent 

developments since 2001. 

 

THE COLONIAL PERIOD: 

EARLY MIGRATION AND THE BIRTH OF A COCOA INDUSTRY 

 

As with most countries throughout Africa and the world, virtually every ethnic group in Ghana 

claims to have origins in a different region than their current homeland.481 Indeed, this stands as an 

important reminder that the history of migration in Ghana dates back to a period long before the 

colonial era. And yet while migration was certainly common during Ghana’s pre-colonial period, the 

colonial era marked a watershed in transforming migration patterns throughout Ghana and West 

Africa. As noted above, thousands of migrants from within and beyond the colonial boundaries of the 

Gold Coast482 emigrated to the southern parts of the country in order to gain employment in the 

burgeoning natural resources sectors. These migrations played a crucial role in the origins of the 

country’s cocoa sector, as well as its globally significant gold mining industry.483 In examining the 

origins of Ghana’s cocoa sector, Hill carefully considers the role of migration in the development of 
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the industry and argues that the most important group of cocoa farmers in the early years were the 

Akwapim from Ghana’s Eastern Region, who began experimenting with cocoa farming during the 

1880s. As land became more and more scarce in the early 1890s, these farmers began migrating to 

neighbouring areas to cultivate cocoa on a larger scale. As Hill explains, these migrants were able to 

purchase land from chiefs who “were only too willing to dispose of their southern lands outright to 

strangers.”484 The willingness of the chiefs is partly explained by the fact that these regions were 

almost uninhabited and under the control of a small number of chiefs. In other words, the original 

sale of land was not heavily contested by indigenous farmers as much of the land had historically 

been vacant. Notwithstanding the fact that early migrants had been able to acquire land relatively 

easily, the sheer scale of these movements would lead Hill to describe these migrations as 

constituting a “bloodless invasion” by migrant farmers.485 These ‘invasions’ would nonetheless play 

a critical role in the rapid development of Ghana’s cocoa sector during these early years such that 

while regular exports had only begun in 1891, Ghana became the world’s largest exporter of cocoa 

by 1911.486 

Even though the colonial government had facilitated the rapid growth of the cocoa sector by 

developing a railway network and later a system of roadways, it was Ghanaian farmers as opposed to 

Europeans that became commercially successful.487 Yet despite the failure of European planters to 

become key players in the cocoa sector, the role of colonial authorities in promoting the development 
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of Ghana’s cocoa sector cannot be underestimated. Alongside the development of rail and roadways, 

British colonial interventions had ‘encouraged’ the movement of large numbers of labourers from the 

Map 5.1 Historical development of the cocoa frontier in southern Ghana488 

 

northern territories towards the southern parts of the country. Due to the taxation imposed on men by 

colonial authorities throughout much of the colonial period, many northerners migrated to the export 

producing zones in southern Ghana to secure wages to pay their taxes. These migrants were 

essentially forced to move to these zones as the northern regions provided little by way of economic 

opportunities to gain wage labour. By the 1920s the Southern regions consequently witnessed a large 

influx of migrants from northern Ghana, Haute Volta (Burkina Faso), Niger and Mali into the forest 

zone of the Gold Coast. The cocoa industry was an especially attractive destination for migrants from 
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French colonies as the wages were often higher than in these colonies.489 While some migrants 

simply came for one year before returning to their homes, others stayed to work for many years in the 

increasingly prosperous cocoa economy.490 This seasonal migration provided the vital labour reserves 

to continue to expand the cocoa sector. By 1954, this form of migration involved upwards of 200,000 

seasonal labourers from the various regions.491 Although this migration was largely dictated by 

colonial interventions, the climatic and agricultural differences across these regions facilitated these 

migration patterns. As Anarfi and colleagues point out, “the period of inactivity in the Northern 

Territories corresponds to the time of peak agricultural demand in the cocoa regions of the forest 

zone, so that labourers from the Northern Territories could migrate to the south to work on a seasonal 

basis and return home for the single growing season.”492 

The British were also heavily involved in transforming social relations and political 

structures at the local level; transformations that would have a profound impact on the cocoa sector. 

Given their limited resources, and the formidable challenges in governing expansive territories, the 

British turned towards Ghana’s traditional leaders to assist them in ruling the Gold Coast. As 

Rathbone writes, “In the absence of anything more than a skeletal police and military force, chiefly 

power was the best and, almost certainly, the only guarantee of what the British deemed to be law 

and order.”493 These transformations in traditional rule are significant in that they fundamentally 

altered relations both between state and local authorities and within local communities. Moreover, 

they also had a powerful and direct impact on the cocoa sector. In response to the mining boom of 

the late nineteenth century, there was a growing demand for assigning land concessions, which 
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resulted in land speculation. In order to control and regulate the sale of land, colonial authorities 

intervened and ultimately placed land under the authority of paramount chiefs. These rulers had 

already been co-opted into the colonial administration through the native authority system of indirect 

rule.494 As Amanor argues, “the framework of indirect rule was instrumental in shaping notions of 

customary land tenure” as “rights to land were vested in paramount authorities, who were the only 

social groups with recognized rights to transact land.”495 These transformations in turn enabled chiefs 

to gain greater control over land which, in the context of a newly emerging agricultural sector, led to 

the development of a variety of new forms of sharecropping arrangements. These arrangements 

ultimately served the interests of chiefs, as they were often a disguised land sale that provided chiefs 

with the opportunity to continue transacting land with migrants without engaging in legal battles with 

paramount chiefs and the colonial authority over the right to sell land.496 The rather conspicuous role 

of chiefs in the cocoa sector did not go unnoticed by colonial authorities. However, despite numerous 

instances of outright corruption by chiefs, colonial authorities feared trying to reform the system as 

“alienating its African allies was felt to be too serious and even revolutionary a risk to undertake.”497 

The breakneck pace of development in the cocoa sector resulted in a rapid westward shift in 

the cocoa frontier during the colonial period from Eastern to Ashanti, Brong Ahafo and eventually 

Western Region. This shift in the cocoa frontier was largely owing to the decline of previously 

farmed lands since once productivity on these lands began to drop, migrants sought virgin forests in 

neighbouring regions as these forests provided the rich soils and shade cover best suited for cocoa 
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farming.498 Consequently, the rapid growth during the early years was spearheaded by migrant 

farmers who reinvested their profits by expanding cocoa production into the untapped forest areas. 

Although the earliest cocoa farmers had been the Akwapim, the shifting frontier led to the adoption 

of cocoa farming by numerous ethnic groups such that by the late colonial period, the dominant 

migrant farmers were no longer the Akwapim but instead the Ashanti.499 Notwithstanding the 

important role of Ashanti and other migrant farmers in developing the cocoa sector, migrant 

populations were deeply socially differentiated during the colonial period – and to this day.500 As 

Amanor writes, the wealthy Ashanti farmers who migrated to the Brong Ahafo and Western Regions 

in the 1940s “were worlds apart from the annual labourers who migrated from northern Ghana, 

Upper Volta (now Burkina Faso), Niger and Mali.”501 And yet despite the glaring social inequalities 

between these groups, the more affluent migrant farmers were indeed heavily dependent upon 

migrant labourers in order to expand their cocoa plantations. 

The transfer of land by chiefs to migrant cocoa farmers during the colonial era had important 

political and social implications. As noted above, the creation of the Native Authority system granted 

paramount chiefs greater controls over land. In order to tighten their control over migrant farmers 

and further extract resources and taxes from these migrants, many chiefs used the rhetoric of 

defending customary rights in preventing the outright sale of land to migrants. Since chiefs were 

prohibited from selling lands to citizens – as the indigenous populations had user rights to the land – 

they happily ‘sold’ lands to migrants in order to gain revenues. The transfer of land to migrants, 

however, would have negative unintended consequences as the rapidity of these sales led to increased 
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land shortages for citizens.502 This, in turn, meant that many citizens were forced to leave their 

communities in search of their own lands for cocoa farming. Rather unsurprisingly, the issue of land 

scarcity resulted in growing frustration on the part of the local peasantry. In response to this new 

reality, local citizens mobilized against the traditional rulers, as some chiefs were even dethroned 

during the late nineteenth century owing to the excessive sale of lands to migrants.503 Interestingly, 

some of the bitterest disputes pitted town chiefs against paramount chiefs. These disputes often 

occurred when paramount chiefs challenged the decisions of town chiefs to sell land to migrants, as 

they attempted to gain a sizable share of the proceeds of these sales.504 In spite of the growing 

frustration on the part of citizens due to the appropriation of lands by migrants, citizens blamed both 

town and paramount chiefs rather than entering into internecine conflict with migrants. In fact, in 

some instances migrants and local populations even united against the abuses of chiefs.505 Thus 

despite the contentious issue of land sales to migrants, the large-scale migration of farmers into 

Ghana’s cocoa belt during the colonial era did not lead to serious political or social conflicts between 

host and migrant populations as observed in the Ivoirian case. 

 

POST-COLONIAL POLITICS UNDER KWAME NKRUMAH (1957-1966) 

Ghana was the first country in Sub-Saharan Africa to end colonial rule when it gained independence 

from the United Kingdom in 1957. Despite the exploitation and underdevelopment suffered under 

colonialism, the British nonetheless left Ghana in much better shape than any other country in Sub-

Saharan Africa. At the outset of independence, Ghana was the world’s leading producer of cocoa, 

exported 10 per cent of the world’s gold, and was blessed with large foreign reserves, impressive 
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infrastructure systems and a relatively educated and skilled workforce.506 The economic opportunities 

of the day, coupled with President Kwame Nkrumah’s leading role as an advocate of ‘pan-

Africanism’, combined to continue to draw immigrants to the country during the early years of post-

independence. According to one estimate, by 1960 non-Ghanaians accounted for 12 per cent of the 

total population.507 While the cocoa sector had begun to show signs of decline, the crop was still the 

backbone of Ghana’s economy. The dominance of this sector and the extent to which the crop 

continued to play a central role in the socio-economic lives of many Ghanaians is captured in the 

lyrics of a ‘highlife’ song that was immensely popular during the 1950s and 1960s: 

If you want to send your children to school, it is cocoa 

If you want to build a house, it is cocoa 

If you want to marry, it is cocoa 

If you want to buy clothes, it is cocoa 

If you want to buy a lorry, it is cocoa 

Whatever you want to do in this world, it is with cocoa money that you do it.508 

 

Given the enduring importance of the cocoa sector, many Ghanaians clearly continued to view the 

cocoa sector as a means to gaining prosperity in the early years of the post-colonial era. This 

perception would rapidly change in the coming years, however, as government interventions into the 

cocoa sector contributed to the near collapse of Ghana’s economy. These interventions would in turn 

help to bring about a protracted period of political instability. 

Unlike in neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire, where Félix Houphouët-Boigny adopted an 

agriculturally-led economic development strategy, Nkrumah had a fundamentally different vision for 

Ghana. In order to promote rapid economic development and ‘modernization’, Nkrumah sought to 

industrialize Ghana by proposing large-scale national development projects such as the Akosombo 

dam, a hydroelectric power plant on the Volta River. Against economic logic, Nkrumah pushed for 
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industrial development at any cost. In order to finance these large-scale industrial projects and the 

mounting debt they incurred, Nkrumah used the vast amounts of capital flowing from the cocoa 

sector. However, by increasing taxes on cocoa farmers and skimming windfalls due to increased 

world cocoa prices, Nkrumah alienated many of the country’s farmers. Moreover, Nkrumah and the 

Convention Peoples’ Party (CPP) also clashed with Ghana’s cocoa farmers, as his party suppressed 

all independent rural unions – with the exception of the CPP dominated United Ghana Farmers’ 

Council (UGFC). With the creation of a monopoly on cocoa purchasing by the UGFC, the union 

became a significant source of patronage for Nkrumah’s party.509 While tensions had already existed 

in the cocoa regions prior to this period, owing to the previous waves of migration, the politicization 

of cocoa exacerbated the delicate ethnic and regional relations in these regions.510 

In a related effort to ‘modernize’ Ghana, Nkrumah sought to severely weaken the institution 

of the chieftaincy, as he felt that these rulers were symbols of an antiquated yet politically threatening 

traditional authority. As Rathbone notes, by the 1950s it was difficult to deny “that unmodified 

traditional authority was a barrier against rather than a facilitator of the attractive modernizing, 

developmental agenda espoused by the CPP.”511 Nkrumah thus worked tirelessly during the early 

years of his rule to wrestle power from the chiefs. Although he was largely successful in weakening 

the chieftaincy, Nkrumah realized that it would not be politically expedient to destroy chieftaincy 

altogether. Conscious of the need to maintain this traditional authority structure, a ‘new chieftaincy’ 

would emerge that would be under the control of government. In describing the nature of this power 

struggle, Rathbone writes as follows: “This turbulent history suggests that the transformation of 

chieftaincy in Ghana was not the result of the kinds of organic change which result from the varied 

processes of modernization. It was in large measure the product of a battle for control of the 

                                                           
509

 Woods, "Predatory Elites, Rents and Cocoa: A Comparative Analysis of Ghana and Ivory Coast," 232-233.  
510

 Ibid., 233.  
511

 Rathbone, 150.  



151 

 

countryside which was very clearly won by the governing political party.”512 This transformation in 

state-chief relations also had important implications for the cocoa sector. With the creation of the 

1962 Stool Lands Act and the Concessions Act, the government “vested the powers of chiefs to 

appropriate land and natural resources into the hands of the state.”513 This legislation ultimately 

tightened the state’s control over the cocoa sector by enabling it to appropriate land and expropriate 

farmers, while further entrenching the rights of chiefs as customary owners of the land. In other 

words, while the power of chiefs declined during this period, these transformations failed to radically 

redefine chief-citizen rules governing access and ownership of lands. 

Although Ghana was indeed a bright star of Africa in the early years of the post-

independence period, by the mid-1960s it was in economic freefall. Konadu-Agyemang describes 

this dramatic economic decline: “The growth rate of GDP had fallen to 0.4%; foreign reserves had 

dried up and the nation was in serious debt (US $1 billion); real value of the minimum wage had 

dropped by 45%; and the public sector earnings and industrial earning had fallen by 20% and 25%, 

respectively.”514 By any measure, Ghana was in the midst of an economic crisis. Although the cocoa 

sector was by no means solely to blame for this economic collapse, it was nevertheless partly 

responsible for, and greatly affected by, the downturn. During the mid-1960s Ghana continued to be 

heavily reliant upon revenues from the cocoa sector. This over-dependence on a single commodity 

had been a concern since well-before the post-colonial period. For example, as early as 1919 the 

Governor of Gold Coast had cautioned that “[w]e have put all our eggs in one basket. The cocoa 

baskets are full. What about the other baskets if any thing gets [sic] wrong with the cocoa crop or the 

cocoa market?”515 A sharp drop in world cocoa prices in 1964-1965 dealt a severe blow to the 
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government’s coffers. Moreover, it also exacerbated Nkrumah’s political problems. Although the 

issue is often overlooked, Nkrumah’s downfall was directly connected to the decline in the cocoa 

sector as Nkrumah struggled to pay down debts and appease political rivals with promises. While 

Nkrumah cannot be blamed for the drop in cocoa prices, his interventions into the cocoa sector were 

extremely contentious, and ultimately damaging to both the industry and his reputation. By siphoning 

substantial amounts of cocoa revenues, his government stunted growth in the industry. By creating 

state-run collective farms, Nkrumah made it increasingly difficult for cocoa farmers to gain access to 

land in virgin forest areas.516 As Woods points out, “the predatory strategy of Nkrumah and the CPP 

affected the two key factors of production – land and labour – in cocoa. By trying to gain a monopoly 

over the cocoa rent, the regime created disincentives to any further expansion of pioneer fronts in 

Ghana.”517 

To this day, Nkrumah is still recognized as one of the leading figures of pan-Africanism. Yet 

while Nkrumah vocally supported the idea of a united Africa, his government had in fact played a 

significant role in politicizing the issue of migration in Ghana. For instance, the Nkrumah 

government’s decision to pass the Aliens Act in 1963 led to the requirement of foreigners to acquire 

residence permits before they could accept employment or engage in any form of commercial 

activity. The passing of this law had important implications on indigenous-migrant relations 

throughout Ghana. More specifically, the Act served to further solidify ‘alien identity’ in Ghana, as it 

signalled the beginning of a legal transition in the status of foreigners from that of ‘strangers’ to 

‘aliens’.518 Kobo captures the significance of this transformation in highlighting the critical 

distinction between ‘stranger’ and ‘alien’. Whereas in most pre-colonial societies in West Africa, “a 

‘stranger’ was equivalent to a guest, who customarily enjoyed the respect and generosity of the host 
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society,” the term ‘alien’ was “derived from the colonial discourse of exclusion from the privileges 

of citizenship.”519 As a direct result of the passing of this Act, the term ‘alien’ rapidly gained traction 

in post-colonial political discourse. To be ‘alien’ was now to be an imposter who only remained in 

the country at the will of the government. In sum, the adoption of this pejorative term fundamentally 

served to influence indigenous perceptions about immigrants throughout the country. Although this 

did not have a direct impact on indigenous-migrant relations in the cocoa regions in the immediate 

years, the increased politicization of migration during the post-Nkrumah period would indeed leave a 

lasting mark on these communities. 

 

 

THE UNCERTAIN YEARS: 

THE DOWNWARD SPIRAL OF GHANAIAN ECONOMICS AND POLITICS (1966-1979) 

 

The above section highlights the deteriorating political and economic situation during the Nkrumah 

years. These problems would ultimately culminate in the 1966 overthrow of Nkrumah by the 

National Liberation Council (NLC). Although a declining economy and political bickering were 

largely responsible for bringing about the coup, Nkrumah’s downfall marked the beginning of a long 

period of even greater economic and political uncertainty in Ghana. It also represented a period of 

significant decline in Ghana’s cocoa sector while ushering in a new era in indigenous-migrant 

relations. In order to gain political support from the Zongo community – the inhabitants of 

predominantly immigrant areas in Ghana’s towns – the NLC passed the Nationality Decree of 1967 

which granted citizenship to everyone born in Ghana. However, due to the growing anti-immigrant 

sentiment in the country, the government repealed this law within less than a year. The repeal of this 

law and the rise in anti-immigrant sentiments led to an ‘indigenization’ of citizenship, as 

‘indigenous’ became the defining characteristic of being a ‘true Ghanaian’, a transformation that was 
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accelerated by the decline of Ghana’s economy in the 1960s.520 Although the politicization of 

immigration came as a surprise to many, anti-immigrant sentiment had been developing among some 

indigenous Ghanaians since the 1950s. As Kobo notes, many indigenous had been seeking leverage 

in their competition with well-established merchants – mostly of foreign provenance – as immigrants 

had become increasingly dominant in the commercial sector.521 

During the elections of August 1969, the issue of immigration and citizenship re-emerged. 

Even before the official transfer of power, the new parliamentarians passed a law – the Nationality 

Act – that stated that only those married to indigenous Ghanaians or the children of at least one 

indigenous Ghanaian could claim Ghanaian nationality, denying an overwhelming majority of 

migrants the right to citizenship.522 In November 1969, the newly-elected Progress Party government 

of Kofi A. Busia issued the Aliens Compliance Order (ACO), requiring all aliens without residence 

permits to obtain these permits or leave the country within two weeks. A period of chaos ensued, as 

the time frame was much too short for the appropriate authorities to produce the necessary 

paperwork. Peil describes the many factors that exacerbated the implementation of the order: 

The chaos which followed was compounded by government pronouncements that police 

should search out and arrest all aliens lacking papers or trading permits; by the slow-

moving bureaucracies, which could not possibly produce passports or travel documents, 

tax clearance certificates, residence and work permits in the numbers required; by the 

shortage of transport; by the lack of understanding on the part of aliens; and by the 

vengeful attitude of many Ghanaians, who were encouraged to believe that the departure 

of the aliens would solve all the country’s problems.523 

 

As many immigrants were unable to obtain resident permits, they were forced to abandon their 

properties or dispose of them at deflated prices, and to flee to neighbouring countries of their parents 
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or grandparents’ origin.524 According to Peil, a number of economic and social factors contributed to 

the resentment of immigrants and, consequently, to the issuing of the ACO.525 On the economic 

front, unemployment was rampant during the months leading up to the order. There was also much 

concern over the extent of foreign monopolies, as aliens were over-represented in many industries.526 

Finally, the decline of the cocoa frontier in the late 1960s also contributed to the economic malaise of 

the period. Many in government circles and the media blamed immigrants that had originally 

migrated to Ghana to work in the cocoa sector but had since taken up petty trading because of the 

worsening conditions in the cocoa sector.527 On the social front, the government justified the order by 

arguing that aliens were heavily involved in crime and smuggling, although there does not appear to 

be any evidence to support these claims.528 

The success or failure of the deportation policy is unclear, as many aliens ignored the 

order.529  Many employers – especially cocoa farmers – also ignored the order as they depended upon 

the services of these workers. As public officials could not speak the northern languages, they were 

unable to verify the citizenship claims made by migrants from neighbouring countries. Furthermore, 

the absence of a national identity card system coupled with “a poor or absent birth-record registry 

compounded the government’s inability to enforce the deportation order.”530 Rather than solve all of 

the problems of the day, the order resulted in a breakdown in law and order, a rise in the cost of 

living and a severe food shortage in the North.531 As Awumbila and colleagues write, “[t]he order 
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earned the then Busia-led Ghanaian government the displeasure of some West African governments 

especially Nigeria, Togo, Benin, Mali, Niger, Ivory Coast and Burkina Faso whose nationals were 

mostly affected by the expulsion.”532 In addition, it also had a negative impact on the cocoa sector. 

Although the order did not have an immediate impact on the industry, as cocoa output was actually 

larger in 1970-71 than in 1969-70, it would prove destructive over the long run. Though the order 

was not intended to target workers in the cocoa sector, it resulted in a mass exodus of migrant 

farmers, further depriving an already labour-starved industry.533 Interestingly, although the National 

Redemption Council under Colonel I. K. Acheampong encouraged the return of migrant labourers 

from the Sahelian zone following the overthrow of the Busia government, these efforts were rejected 

by the rural youth who strongly opposed the return of these labourers. Many of these workers had 

already relocated to neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire where the cocoa frontier was still expanding and 

conditions were far superior.534 

The political and economic situation only worsened following the issuing of the ACO, as 

Ghana was plagued by a series of coups during the 1970s.535 The political and economic uncertainty 

during this period transformed Ghana from a country of immigration to one of emigration as 

hundreds of thousands of Ghanaians fled the country. This marked a drastic reversal in migration 

patterns, as Ghana had been one of the largest recipients of immigration in Sub-Saharan Africa for 

decades. While the ACO clearly undermined economic and political stability in Ghana, Konadu-

Agyemang highlights a number of factors that serve to explain the country’s collapse during these 

years, such as “economic mismanagement, over-regulation, inability to control inflation, productivity 
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disincentives, an over-bloated and mismanaged public sector, over subsidized social services 

(education and health in particular), overvalued currency, political instability, corruption, inept 

leadership, acts of God, unfavourable terms of trade, and clientelism.”536 As if to add fuel to the fire, 

Ghana’s cocoa industry was beset by problems during the 1970s and early 1980s, as increasing land 

and labour shortages signalled the decline of the cocoa frontier. In order to confront this new reality, 

farmers were increasingly forced to turn towards the rehabilitation of old cocoa farms. However, 

rehabilitation was arduous, expensive and a risky undertaking, and many of the local youth 

demanded high wages in order to work on these farms.537 

Given the political and economic uncertainty of the late 1960s and 1970s, it is not surprising 

that relations between indigenous and migrants in the cocoa regions became more strained during 

this period. As the cocoa frontier was exhausted, it was increasingly difficult to gain access to land 

for farming. Due to the rise in land scarcity, gifts of land became contentious. According to Amanor, 

many of the indigenous youth “began to feel resentment against northern migrant labourers, whose 

availability for employment gave elders leverage over the youth and created increasing land scarcity 

for the youth, since the migrants occupied the established plantations as caretakers.”538 Yet despite 

the growing frustration on the part of these communities, this situation did not deteriorate into large-

scale outbreaks of violent conflict between indigenes and migrants in the cocoa regions. In fact, the 

worst confrontations during this period pitted the government against local farming communities, as 

the government had attempted to appropriate community lands for the creation of state cocoa 

plantations.539 
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REFORM AND REBUILDING DURING THE RAWLINGS ERA (1979-2001) 

The early 1980s represent a dark period in Ghana’s economic history, as the country’s economy was 

on the verge of total collapse. In 1983 the economy hit rock bottom when over a million Ghanaians 

were expelled from Nigeria and returned home to a fragile economy. In order to tackle the economic 

problems of the day, the government of President Jerry Rawlings implemented an International 

Monetary Fund-designed economic recovery program (ERP) in 1983. While Rawlings, who had 

earlier gained power through a coup d’état in 1979 and again in 1981, was not ideologically inclined 

to embrace such a program given his leftist origins, the dire economic situation required drastic 

measures. In adopting the ERP, Rawlings’ regime began a slow process of reform and rebuilding in 

Ghana. As Konadu-Agyemang notes, the implementation of Ghana’s structural adjustment 

programme (SAP) has been far-reaching, as it attempted to bring about the following changes: 

compress government expenditure through massive cuts in social services and retrench public sector 

workers; adjust the exchange rate through the devaluation of Ghana’s currency; abolish domestic 

price controls; mobilize government revenue by broadening the tax base; strengthen tax 

administration; complete the privatization of state-owned enterprises; and encourage the production 

and export of traditional exports (cocoa, mineral resources, timber) and non-traditional exports 

(crafts, foodstuffs, vegetables).540 Although Ghana’s ERP has been heralded by the Bretton Woods 

institutions as one of the most successful cases of structural adjustment, the distribution of these 

achievements has been uneven as the Southern export-producing regions have disproportionately 

benefited.541 As the SAP aimed to promote export-led growth, the government once again turned 
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towards the natural resource sectors in the southern parts of the country. Rather than create nation-

wide economic development, the plan served to widen the gap between the increasingly 

impoverished northern regions and the resource-rich south.542 

The early 1980s also represent a dark chapter in Ghana’s cocoa sector, as cocoa production 

levels declined to a record low of 180,000 tonnes by 1982-83.543 Osei-Akom cites a number of 

factors as contributing to the cocoa sector’s precipitous decline between 1970 and 1983, including 

“inadequate incentives for agricultural production, poor agricultural pricing policy and the over-

exploitation of cocoa farmers,” along with other causes such as swollen shoot virus disease, shortage 

of farm labourers, drought, bush fires, aging of trees, and costly marketing services.544 In light of the 

predominant role of cocoa in Ghana’s economy, the government turned towards the cocoa sector to 

generate foreign exchange to kick-start the economy and ultimately rehabilitate and improve the 

country’s productive and export capacity. In order to boost cocoa production the Government 

therefore launched a new five-year, $128 million Cocoa Rehabilitation Project (CRP) within the 

framework of the SAP in 1988. As Osei-Akom notes, “the project sought to improve producer 

incentives, increase the quantity and reliability of cocoa input supply, and also to rehabilitate road 

and transport infrastructure.”545 Unfortunately, the CRP failed to achieve its ambitious objectives. 

According to Osei-Akom, the project fell short because it failed to consider the “institutional context 

within which the policies were implemented” as it was instead heavily focused on macro-economic 

variables.546 Kofi echoes this point, arguing that misplaced cocoa sector policies served to 

compromise Ghana’s economic recovery and goes on to further suggest that had Ghana’s policy 
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makers succeeded in diversifying the commodity export base away from over-dependence on cocoa, 

the country’s economic recovery would have been much smoother and more rapid.547 

The precipitous decline of Ghana’s cocoa sector during the 1970s and early 1980s heavily 

influenced migration patterns. Due to the sharp drop in demand for seasonal labour on Ghana’s cocoa 

farms, many migrants shifted towards the informal sector of urban centres or left the country to work 

in the cocoa sector in Côte d’Ivoire and Togo.548 Although this migration further weakened the cocoa 

industry, some migrants returned to Ghana in the mid-1980s owing to improvements in 

macroeconomic conditions and the widespread introduction of new cocoa varieties that did not 

require a long dry period. These farmers migrated to the sparsely populated cocoa frontier in the 

interior of the Western region and the southern districts of the Brong Ahafo region. This migration in 

turn contributed to the gradual recovery of the cocoa sector, beginning in the late 1980s.549 

Notwithstanding this renewed growth, it would take much rebuilding for the cocoa sector to regain 

its previous stature given the sad state of the industry during the early 1980s. The emigration of 

cocoa farmers due to Ghana’s economic decline, coupled with the exodus of migrants in the wake of 

the ACO, combined to transform Ghana from a country of immigration to one of emigration. The 

sheer number of emigrants during the 1970s and 1980s, ultimately earned Ghana the title of “one of 

the ten countries that have produced and are involved in producing a ‘new diaspora’ in recent 

times.”550 

The economic reform and rebuilding during the Rawlings years coincided with important 

reforms in the political sphere. Rawlings first entered political life in Ghana in 1979 when he led a 

coup to overthrow the government of the day. Although he quickly ceded power to a civilian 
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government led by President Hilla Limann, Rawlings led another coup in 1981 to depose Limann, 

and formed and chaired the Provisional National Defence Council (PNDC) for the following decade. 

While Rawlings initially resisted a multi-party political system, arguing that political parties do not 

represent broad national interests, international (and domestic) pressure resulted in the introduction 

of a multi-party system in the 1992 national elections.551 Under the banner of the successor party to 

the PNDC, the Rawlings-led National Democratic Congress (NDC) successfully won these elections. 

Rawlings later went on to win the 1996 elections, eventually retiring from national politics in 2001. 

Although democratic consolidation is an ongoing process in Ghana, the introduction of multi-party 

elections during Rawlings’ tenure represents an important political reform that continues to earn 

Ghana praise throughout the international community.552 

A new form of conflict emerged in Ghana’s cocoa regions during the precarious years in the 

cocoa sector. Throughout the 1970s, Ghana’s poorly equipped Forestry Department was unable to 

prevent the encroachment of cocoa farmers into protected forest reserves. Consequently, many 

farmers entered these reserves in order to establish cocoa plantations on supposed ‘community 

lands’.553 In response to the large influx of these farmers, the Forestry Department finally launched a 

campaign to remove illegal cocoa farms in the Western Region in 1992. In order to dissuade farmers 

from returning to these lands, the Forestry Department planted timber trees where the cocoa trees had 

recently been planted. The government’s campaign was immediately challenged by cocoa farmers, 

who responded by destroying timber saplings and replanting cocoa. This dispute rapidly escalated 
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and resulted in violent conflicts between cocoa farmers and government officials from the Forestry 

Department. Given the violent nature of this dispute, both the police and the military were called 

upon to intervene, eventually leading to the cessation of the Forestry Department’s program.554 

Interestingly, while some tensions persisted between indigenous and migrant cocoa farmers during 

this period, the most violent conflicts pitted the state against farmers – both local and indigenous. 

Moreover, although indigenous-migrant relations periodically flared up during these years, the most 

controversial issue in Ghana linked to indigenous-migrant relations had little connection to the cocoa 

sector, but instead to the status of the Zongo community. An alleged remark by the late Adu Boaheen 

– that if the New Patriotic Party (NPP) won the 1996 elections, he would deport migrants – renewed 

discussion over the issue of immigration and citizenship in Ghana. Although there is little evidence 

to support the claim that Boaheen made such a remark, Rawlings and the NDC capitalized on the 

issue. The NDC succeeded in mobilizing the widespread political support of the Zongo, as they were 

already suspicious of the NPP given its historical ties to the Progress Party under Busia. To this day, 

Busia’s ACO and the alleged remarks by Boaheen continue to haunt the NPP, as the NDC has 

skilfully played up the issue in national elections since 1996.555 

 

RECENT TRANSFORMATIONS AND ENDURING CHALLENGES 

IN GHANA’S COCOA SECTOR (2001-PRESENT) 

 

In recent years, Ghana’s cocoa industry has begun to show signs of a renaissance. The cocoa sector 

grew significantly during the late 1990s, averaging 11 per cent growth between 1994 and 1999. 

These rates jumped to an impressive 16 per cent during the 2000-2003 interval. Many stakeholders in 

the cocoa sector explain this growth by pointing to the increase in fertilizer use and the introduction 

of a government sponsored spraying program.556 Between 2001 and 2004, the percentage of farmers 

                                                           
554

 Ibid.   
555

 Kobo.  
556

 Vigneri: 1. 



163 

 

using no fertilizer dropped from 90 per cent to 52 per cent.557 Consequently, Ghana’s low average 

levels of productivity have risen from around 250-300 kg/ha in the mid-1990s to above 400 kg/ha, 

with some regions producing above 500 kg/ha.558 The dramatic turnaround of the cocoa industry has 

led many in the industry to state that Ghana will produce over one million tonnes by 2011-12.559 The 

rapid growth in the cocoa sector has arguably had a major impact on the lives of millions of 

Ghanaians. Ghana’s former President, John Kufour, went so far as to credit the significant decrease 

in hunger levels in Ghana during his tenure to the dramatic improvements in the cocoa industry.560 

Notwithstanding the impressive growth in the cocoa sector, it is important to highlight the 

regional variation across Ghana’s cocoa belt. Although overall levels of production have grown 

significantly since the mid-1990s, this growth has been heavily concentrated in the northern parts of 

Western Region (the Sefwi area).561 Moreover, there has also been significant variation with respect 

to the means of expanding output across the cocoa regions. Whereas growth in the Brong Ahafo and 

Ashanti Regions has been relatively intensive in nature, as increased levels of production largely 

stems from the increased use of inputs in these regions, the Western Region has been characterized 

by extensive expansion.562 These differences are partly explained by the markedly different land 

prices across the regions, as the much lower land prices in the Western Region facilitates an 

expansionary strategy as opposed to intensification.563 Finally, the total production level in Ghana’s 

cocoa sector may be misleading, as the reverse smuggling of cocoa into Ghana from neighbouring 

Côte d’Ivoire has significantly inflated the overall numbers. The smuggling of cocoa across the 

Ivoirian-Ghanaian border is not a new phenomenon, as for many decades farmers have smuggled 
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cocoa back and forth across these countries; a pattern that is largely determined by the fluctuating 

producer prices for cocoa across these countries. In more recent years, however, Ghana has been a 

much more attractive market for cocoa owing to its higher producer prices and the political instability 

in Côte d’Ivoire. Although the extent of smuggling is unknown, a 2004 survey revealed that 80 per 

cent of farmers were aware of Ivoirians smuggling cocoa into Ghana.564 Given the recent political 

instability since the 2010-2011 post-election crisis in Côte d’Ivoire, cocoa smuggling has accelerated. 

In fact, some estimates suggest that more than two-thirds of Ghana’s recent increase in cocoa output 

has come from cocoa smuggled from neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire.565 

Although the cocoa sector has recently witnessed a dramatic turnaround, it continues to face 

a number of enduring challenges. Perhaps most troubling among these issues is the concern over the 

increasing average age of farmers, which now stands at 51. The failure to attract youth into the cocoa 

sector casts a dark cloud over the sustainability of the industry. The vast majority of interviewees 

identified this issue as a major challenge facing the cocoa sector, as many farmers complained about 

the difficulties in securing labour to assist them on their farms. Yet another challenge relates to the 

issue of land scarcity, as migration into new cocoa frontiers is no longer feasible. These issues have 

led some experts to caution against overstating Ghana’s cocoa success story of the early 2000s. As 

Vigneri notes, factors outside of farmers’ production choices have been underestimated in the overall 

contribution to the doubling of production, such as good rainfall and reverse smuggling into the 

country.566 Moreover, this growth may not be replicable into the future as the investment rates in 

replanting and rehabilitating old farms remain low. Fundamentally, while cocoa farming continues to 

provide a secure income for Ghana’s farmers, the industry remains a good example of a low 

input/low output sector. Thus while there is reason to celebrate the impressive growth of Ghana’s 

cocoa sector, the enduring challenges must be addressed. And yet despite the formidable challenges 
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identified herein, this chapter has nevertheless highlighted a critical difference in Ghana’s cocoa 

regions vis-à-vis Côte d’Ivoire’s: while host-migrant relations have at times given rise to disputes in 

the Ghanaian cocoa regions, these regions are ultimately characterized by the absence of large-scale 

violence pitting indigenes against migrants. 

 

CONCLUSION 

While Ghana’s cocoa sector has experienced a great deal of turbulence in recent decades, this chapter 

reveals that indigenous-migrant relations have been relatively unaffected by the ebbs and flows of the 

political economy of Ghana’s cocoa industry. Notwithstanding some isolated incidents between these 

groups, Ghana has been spared the political violence that has pitted autochthons against migrants in 

Côte d’Ivoire’s cocoa regions. To be sure, Ghana is not impervious to the politics of belonging that 

have threatened stability in many Sub-Saharan African countries, most notably in Côte d’Ivoire. Yet 

for the time being, the longstanding migration into Ghana’s cocoa regions has failed to become a 

politically controversial and explosive issue. This by no means implies that both these regions and 

the cocoa sector as a whole have escaped the political and economic problems that so divided the 

country during most of its post-colonial history. On the contrary, this chapter has outlined a number 

of historical (and more contemporary) contentious issues that have emerged in the cocoa regions, 

such as the transfer of lands to migrant populations, the heavy-handedness of traditional chiefs, the 

aggressive interventions on the part of government agencies, and the intractable challenges 

associated with accessing land and labour for cocoa farming. And yet as this chapter has repeatedly 

emphasized, none of these issues have served to contribute to the outbreak of widespread violent 

conflict between host and migrant populations. In short, whereas the cocoa regions in Côte d’Ivoire 

have been marked by terrible migration-related violence in recent years, host-migrant relations in 

Ghana’s cocoa regions remain as ‘cordial’ as ever. 
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In conclusion, this chapter has ultimately provided a detailed account of the socio-political 

implications of migration into Ghana’s cocoa regions. As noted in the introduction to this chapter, the 

purpose here has not been to attempt to explain the absence of large-scale violent conflict in Ghana’s 

cocoa regions, but rather to map the key events that have influenced indigenous-migrant relations in 

these regions. In so doing, the chapter provides crucial background context for understanding the 

absence of such conflict. In the following chapters, I propose to draw upon both the Ghanaian and 

Ivoirian cases to further explore and explain the diverging outcomes across these relatively similar 

cases. This will in turn enable me to answer the critical question: under what conditions does 

migration contribute to producing large-scale violent conflict between host and migrant populations? 

In answering this question, Chapters 6 through 8 aim to develop a theoretical model for explaining 

the relationship between migration and violent conflict. 
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Chapter 6: ‘State-Society’ Relations and Land Tenure Regimes: 

Creating the Conditions for Migration-Conflict Outcomes 

 

In his influential book, Strong Societies and Weak States: State-Society Relations and State 

Capabilities in the Third World, Migdal argues that while states have become a formidable presence 

in their societies, many have failed to compel their populations to comply with the wishes of state 

policy makers.567 Moreover, he notes that the “ability to neutralize opposition against a state’s drive 

toward predominance” has varied markedly throughout the developing world.568 According to 

Migdal, this variation can be partly explained by states’ capabilities to (1) penetrate society; (2) 

regulate social relationships; (3) extract resources; and (4) appropriate and/or use resources in varied 

ways.569 While strong states tend to be those that have high capabilities to accomplish these 

objectives, weak states generally struggle with such tasks. Notwithstanding the focus on state 

capabilities in determining outcomes, Migdal rightly points out that the capacity of the state to 

implement policies is fundamentally influenced by the structure of society. In short, “the 

ineffectiveness of state leaders who have faced impenetrable barriers to state predominance has 

stemmed from the nature of the societies they have confronted.”570 Thus while the state’s capabilities 

to enforce policies or measures are critical for explaining outcomes, we must also consider the 

structure of society as a counterweight to the state. In other words, we must take seriously the nature 

of ‘state-society’ relations in shaping outcomes. As this chapter argues, this is indeed the case when 

considering how diverging ‘state-society’ relations play a central role in explaining different 

migration-conflict dynamics. 

One of the most critical issues pitting state versus society throughout Africa (and elsewhere) 

is the contested nature of claims over land rights. As one of the leading experts on land politics in 
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Africa argues, “it is largely as arbitrator of land rights that the central state has projected its authority 

across space, categorized and organized populations into territorial jurisdictions, (re)constituted 

local-level political authority, and subordinated local authority to the central state.”571 Given the 

historical and enduring economic, political, social, cultural and spiritual importance of land in Africa, 

it is understandable why so many battles are fought between (and within) local communities and the 

state over land. For, as Boone reminds us, “to reform the rules of land tenure is to redefine 

relationships between and within communities, and between communities and the state.”572 Yet while 

the state has historically tried to maintain authority and control over land rights and regulations, 

Migdal’s model debunks the notion of a hegemonic state with a monopoly on the rules governing 

land tenure within societies. Instead, we must consider the strength and interplay of the state and 

society in explaining how land tenure regimes take root and evolve. This perspective is echoed in 

Boone’s groundbreaking analysis on state-building in Africa in which she states “there are significant 

regional (subnational) variations in the political capacities and interests of rural societies and rural 

notables” which fundamentally influence the distribution of power between center and periphery and 

regimes’ strategies in governing the countryside.573 In short, both colonial and post-colonial regimes 

have consequently adopted different state-building strategies in “response to situations they 

confronted on the ground.”574 

How might these insights regarding the relationship between ‘state-society’ relations and 

land tenure regimes help to explain diverging migration-conflict outcomes? The central argument in 

this chapter is that the variation in ‘state-society’ relations in the cocoa regions in Côte d’Ivoire and 
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Ghana have led to the development of markedly different land tenure regimes575 both across – but 

also within – these countries. When a strong state has confronted a weak society (in both colonial and 

post-colonial periods), the result has often been a state-imposed strategy of economic development 

that has resulted in a ‘free-for-all’ model of land tenure in which migrant populations have greatly 

benefited vis-à-vis autochthons/indigenes. These developments have in turn emboldened migrants’ 

claims over rights to the land, unsettling traditional576 notions of land tenure amongst local 

autochthonous communities. While these tensions do not necessarily lead to violent conflict between 

autochthons and migrants, they nevertheless create the conditions for migration-producing conflict. 

On the flip side, however, when the state squares off against a strong society at the local level, land 

rights and ownership has been highly regulated and controlled by local traditional authorities (i.e. 

chiefs), limiting migrant populations’ ability to lay claim to land ownership. In these instances, 

indigenous populations retain the ‘balance of power’ vis-à-vis migrants in a context where land rights 

are much less ambiguous and rarely contested. While land disputes also exist in this context, such 

disputes do not necessarily pit indigenes against migrants. In other words, there is no a priori set of 

conditions in place that heightens the possibility of migration-producing conflict since migrants are 

better absorbed into a given community in a context where traditional notions of land tenure remain 

relatively stable. While these conditions do not in and of themselves cause migration-producing 

conflict – as Chapters 7 and 8 reveal – the critical importance of diverging ‘state-society’ relations 

                                                           
575
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and land tenure regimes constitute a central component of a model for understanding under what 

conditions migration can produce violent outcomes. 

Notwithstanding the controversial and oversimplistic accounts of the diverging impacts of 

British versus French colonial rule,577 there is indeed a critical distinction in terms of the governance 

approaches of these colonial authorities: whereas the British adopted an ‘indirect rule’ approach to 

governance, the French opted for a more ‘direct’ style of rule.578 Chief among the different outcomes 

observed between these governing approaches was the distinctly different institutions that were 

designed (or reinforced) as a means to regulate relationships between the central and traditional 

authorities. As Firmin-Sellers points out, such “variations profoundly influenced the response of the 

indigenous chiefs” and “individual subjects to colonization and later to the commercialization of the 

indigenous economy” which in turn led to the development of “different property rights systems and 

landholding patterns.”579 Yet as our earlier discussion reminds us, it is critical that we remember that 

the (re)creation of property rights and landholding regimes does not emerge in a socio-political 

vacuum since the situation ‘on the ground’ heavily influences state-building strategies at the local 

level. This has been precisely the case in both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, where colonial and 

postcolonial governments have faced radically different challenges in governing their cocoa sectors. 

Whereas the southern cocoa regions in Ghana were home to local powerful chiefly elites that wielded 

authority and control over the development of cocoa production, such leaders were largely absent in 

the Ivoirian south where rural societies were much more decentralized, relatively fragmented, and 

                                                           
577

 On the disputed nature of these debates, see Firmin-Sellers. 
578

 The use of ‘indirect rule’ was an expedient way of cutting administrative costs by employing African personnel 

as local agents of governance, while also “integrating existing local authorities and social systems into the structure 

of colonial government” in order “to minimise the disruptive effects of colonial rule.” Sara Berry, "Hegemony on a 

Shoestring: Indirect Rule and Access to Agricultural Land," Africa 62, no. 3 (1992): 329. However, Berry  cautions 

us against the oft-cited and perhaps overblown distinction between British ‘indirect rule’ and French ‘direct rule’ as 

she argues that “for reasons of financial and administrative expediency, most colonial regimes in Africa practised 

indirect rule, whether or not they had articulated it as their philosophy of imperial governance.” Ibid. Thus while the 

French employed a more direct approach to ruling their colonies, they also adopted strategies of allying themselves 

with local authorities as a means of governing more efficiently given their limited resources.   
579

 Firmin-Sellers: 256. 



171 

 

lacking political cohesion.580 These contrasting situations on the ground would influence the 

development of starkly different relations between hosts and migrants – relations that would be 

profoundly affected by the nature of the claims and disputes over land rights. 

This chapter therefore begins to develop a model for understanding the conditions through 

which migration can produce violent conflict. In so doing, it introduces the critical roles of ‘state-

society’ relations and land tenure regimes in order to explain how these interrelated intervening 

variables shaped conditions for migration-producing conflict. While the chapter juxtaposes the 

Ivoirian and Ghanaian cases, it also provides an intra-case comparison of both countries. While a 

cross-national comparison of these countries supports the claims made about the central importance 

of ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes, internal differences provide additional evidence 

of the causal mechanisms linking migration and violent conflict. While the analysis draws upon a 

rich body of secondary literature, it also heavily relies on insights gained during the recent field work 

in both countries. The chapter begins by examining the Ivoirian case by exploring ‘state-society’ 

relations and the ambiguous nature of land tenure in both the colonial and post-colonial periods. It 

then draws upon interview insights to explore host-migrant relations and the land question in 

contemporary Côte d’Ivoire. Finally, this section examines the case of the Sanwi Kingdom in 

southeastern Côte d’Ivoire – a region where ‘state-society’ relations, land tenure, and host-migrant 

relations have played out much differently than in the western cocoa regions. The chapter then 

explores the above themes in Ghana’s cocoa regions during both the colonial and post-colonial 

periods. The critical role of chiefs is elucidated throughout these sections. It then uses interview 

insights to explore host-migrant relations and the ‘land question’ in contemporary Ghana. The 
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chapter then juxtaposes the Western581 and Ashanti regions in order to highlight once more how 

diverging ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes within the same country can produce 

different relations between indigenous and migrant populations. Finally, the concluding section 

provides a summary of the arguments and briefly sketches out the theoretical insights. 

 

‘STATE-SOCIETY’ RELATIONS AND LAND RIGHTS IN CÔTE D’IVOIRE’S 

COCOA REGIONS: ‘LOCAL POWERS DO NOT EXIST’582 

 

Political Organization and ‘State-Society’ Configurations in the Cocoa Regions 

during the Pre-Colonial and Colonial Periods 

 

This section argues that the historical salience of weak authorities throughout Côte d’Ivoire’s cocoa 

regions indirectly set in motion a series of events that have culminated in explosive autochthony 

discourses and large-scale violence in these regions. Since ‘local powers did not exist’ in the early 

decades of the development of the cocoa sector, the central state (in both colonial and post-colonial 

eras) was able to impose open migration policies and a laissez-faire property rights regime governing 

land ownership. These developments have in turn helped create conditions for the outbreak of violent 

conflict throughout the cocoa regions. To be sure, a plethora of factors have contributed to the 

collapse of the social contract binding migrants and their tuteurs. However, this section only traces 

the origins of these disputes by highlighting the initial conditions that triggered the calamitous events 

of the past two decades. In so doing, I provide a brief exposé of the pre-colonial and colonial 

developments that served as a precursor to the explosion of migration into the country’s cocoa 

regions under the watchful eye of Côte d’Ivoire’s founding President, Félix Houphouët-Boigny. 
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Although cocoa was not introduced into southern Côte d’Ivoire until the colonial period, the 

rise of contemporary hostilities in these regions can be traced to a number of factors that emerged 

during the pre-colonial era. In writing about the early development of the Southern parts of the 

country, Boone notes that much of the region suffered from ‘extreme political fragmentation’. Unlike 

in neighboring Ghana, where the Akan states were both highly centralized and hierarchically 

organized, by the nineteenth century many of the kingdoms in southern Côte d’Ivoire had “dissolved 

into a group of small-scale and widely dispersed chiefdoms.”583 Consequently, historians have noted 

“the absence of an Ashanti-type federal monarchy with a supreme chief” in pre-colonial Côte 

d’Ivoire.584 Instead, the southern regions of Côte d’Ivoire were “home to a great diversity of localized 

polities without administrative centralization above the village level.”585 Boone further adds that 

civilization has been described in these regions as a “scattering of stateless societies” with a 

“‘continuous milieu’” without frontiers or clearly demarcated ethnic or cultural zones.”586 These 

demographic and societal features of local communities are critically important for understanding 

future host-migrant relations in these regions insofar as they capture a fundamental and longstanding 

feature of socio-political life in these areas: the absence of ‘strong’ societies able to resist state-

imposed policies. 

The political fragmentation of local communities in southern Côte d’Ivoire during the pre-

colonial period would have important implications for the development of the cocoa sector during the 

colonial years. As Chapter 4 outlines the evolution of the migration-cocoa complex during the 

colonial era, the purpose here is not to review this history. Instead, the aim is to merely stress how 

the absence of strong and cohesive leadership during the colonial period facilitated the development 

of a commercial agricultural frontier that undermined local communities’ abilities to maintain control 
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over both migration flows and property rights regimes. In the absence of politically organized 

communities in the southern regions, the French colonial authorities were able to “accelerate the pace 

and sustain the momentum of land pioneering in the Ivoirian south.”587 Had local authorities been 

less politically fragmented during the early years of cocoa production, colonial authorities might 

have allied themselves more closely with the chiefly elites in an effort to adopt a more ‘indirect rule’ 

style of governance. However, given the minimal capacity of local elites to resist colonial 

interventions over land rights, colonial authorities instead ignored the local politics of land rights as 

land pioneering intensified.588 Although most of the early migration into the cocoa regions did not 

bring about tensions between hosts and migrants, the bypassing of local elites by colonial authorities 

opened the floodgate to uncontrolled immigration after WWII. 

In sum, the nature of ‘state-society’ relations (i.e. a ‘strong’ colonial authority vis-à-vis a 

‘weak’ local elite) during the early years of the cocoa sector would have a profound impact on 

shaping future relations between hosts and migrants. By undermining autochthons’ control over land 

rights, it led to a rapid shift in the balance of power between these groups. Given the low capabilities 

of local elites to challenge French colonial authorities’ policies regarding land rights, the latter had 

no vested interest in legalizing indigenous ‘customary’ rights. Instead, colonial authorities sought to 

override local rights by claiming to own all unoccupied lands; a strategy that would later extend “to 

include the right to allocate any land if there was an ‘economic justification’.”589 This meant that 

indigenous populations in the southern cocoa regions were ultimately unable to enforce landholding 

customs in their favour.590 The end result, as Boone states, was that the Ivorian model of the 

“économie de plantation tended to compromise the already limited powers of indigenous authorities 

who drew their social and institutional powers from rural communities” since this land ‘free-for-all’ 
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deeply “eroded the prerogatives and social controls of notables who exercised moral authority over 

the land.”591 As we shall see in the discussion on Ghana, the French colonial approach in Côte 

d’Ivoire was markedly different compared to the British model, where colonial authorities had 

recognised and supported customary law over both land and land disputes.592 As the following 

section reveals, those processes that had been set in motion during the colonial period would rapidly 

accelerate during the post-colonial rush to expand the cocoa sector. 

 

The ‘Land Belongs to Those Who Make it Productive’: 

Ambiguity, Contestation and Conflict over Land in Post-Colonial Côte d’Ivoire 

 

Unlike his presidential counterpart, Kwame Nkrumah, who adopted an economic plan aimed at 

rapidly industrializing Ghana, Houphouët-Boigny appropriated the French colonial model of using 

the plantation economy to fuel economic development.593 Cognizant of the fact that labour remained 

the missing factor of production in the cocoa (and coffee) sectors, Houphouët-Boigny sought to 

encourage a mass influx of labour migration into the sparsely-populated Southern regions. As 

explained in Chapter 4, the President promoted the development of settlements through open 

immigration policies, by guaranteeing access to lands, by pressuring local elites to welcome 

migrants, through the authorisation of the exploitation of large colonial forest reserves, and by 

granting fixed prices through marketing boards.594 Given the enduring nature of the “fragmented and 

atomized” peasantries throughout these regions, “capacities for sustained collective action” remained 

low.595 Thus when confronted with this situation on the ground, the post-colonial government opted 

for an institutional state-building strategy of ‘administrative occupation’ in which the new regime 

“built a ruthlessly centralized and highly concentrated party-state that gave rural interests few sites of 
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access to the state and state power, and few sites that would-be political entrepreneurs at the local 

level could use as scaffolding to advance their own political ambitions and/or the interests of rural 

Ivoirians.”596 

The implications of the ‘administrative occupation’ model of state-building were particularly 

destabilizing in the domain of land tenure regimes. Unable to challenge the central state, political 

elites at the local level could do little do oppose the imposition of a new framework for governing 

land. With the development of the Code Domanial of 1963, the new regime essentially declared that 

“all land not ‘in use’ or held under private title was to be registered in the name of the state.”597 

Moreover, the new land further recognized two additional principles: (1) holders of citizenship rights 

at the local level were entitled to land access in their localities; and (2) the central state would not 

recognize private property rights throughout most of the plantation sector.598 Notwithstanding the 

efforts to design a more coherent and legalistic land tenure regime, the code was never implemented. 

Instead, Houphouët-Boigny famously declared that ‘the land belongs to those who make it 

productive’. By promulgating such a vague policy related to land ownership, the President’s 

declaration ushered in a new wave of mass migration into the cocoa regions which served to further 

complicate the land question. As Crook points out, the ambiguity surrounding this land policy led to 

the politicization and clientelization of land relations at the local level leading the indigenous 

populations in these regions to feel “increasingly unprotected and aggrieved.”599 
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The growing tensions over the land question were further compounded by the fact that those 

who tended to ‘make the land productive’ were not autochthons but rather migrant populations that 

came to dominate the southern cocoa regions both numerically and economically. Herein lies a 

fundamental source of the conflict between autochthons and migrants: the latter’s rapid ascent in 

controlling and reaping the benefits of the former’s lands. In most basic terms, the shifting nature of 

the balance of power away from tuteurs towards migrants generated deep resentments amongst 

autochthons during the post-colonial period. The dynamic nature of these power relations is a crucial 

factor for not only explaining the violent events in the Ivoirian cocoa regions, but also the diverging 

outcomes in the Ghanaian cocoa regions. In juxtaposing the nature of the relationships between 

migrants and hosts in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, Berry captures the critical differences: 

As time passed and migrants came to outnumber and out-produce their hosts, the fiction 

of their social dependence and subordination diverged further and further from reality 

(Chauveau, 2006: 226ff). In contrast to southwestern Ghana, where migrant farmers 

were exploited by local authorities, in southwestern Côte d’Ivoire, local farmers felt 

exploited by immigrants whose tree farms put them in effective control of much of the 

land.600 

 

While much of this resentment stemmed from the growing economic inequalities between these 

populations, the shifting population distribution clearly fuelled autochthon insecurities. According to 

one statistic, by the late 1980s approximately 50-60 per cent of the population in southwestern Côte 

d’Ivoire were migrants – both non-Ivoirian (e.g. Burkinabè, Malian) and Ivoirian (e.g. Baoulé, 

Malinké, Senoufo).601 In writing about the ‘politics of resentment’ in the southwestern cocoa regions, 

McGovern provides a powerful illustration of the ‘internal colonisation’ that has been at the heart of 

autochthons’ resentment: 
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By 1998, one team of researchers working in a region next to Gagnoa (Laurent Gbagbo’s 

home area) found that only 22.4 per cent of the region’s rural inhabitants were members 

of the indigenous Gban ethnic group that had originally settled in the area. Baule 

migrants alone outnumbered them, making up 33.2 per cent of the population, followed 

by non-Ivorian migrants (predominantly Burkinabé), who made up 31.7 per cent. 

Northern Ivorian ‘Julas’ made up another 3.7 per cent. Indigenous groups in the West 

thus often found themselves making up less than a third of the local population.602 

 

In a context where indigenous populations were both outnumbered and outperformed, the land 

question would later serve as a powerful tool for politically mobilizing autochthons in the multi-party 

democratic era, as explained in Chapters 7 and 8. 

 

Host-Migrant Relations and the Land Question in Contemporary Côte d’Ivoire 

How have the particularities of the above-described ‘balance of power’ served to impact relations 

between autochthons and migrants in contemporary Côte d’Ivoire? In order to explore this question, 

this section offers an overview of some of the key findings from the field work in Côte d’Ivoire. In so 

doing, these insights ultimately confirm many of the central arguments that have been outlined in the 

secondary literature. Moreover, these findings provide supporting evidence of the causal claims 

regarding ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes as explanatory factors in a model for 

linking migration with violent conflict. As the field research revealed, four interrelated factors can be 

traced to the legacies of ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure; all of which have provided key 

ingredients for the explosive nature of violence in the cocoa regions: (1) the lack of integration of 

migrant populations; (2) autochthons’ ‘alienation’ from their land; (3) the disputed nature of land 

sales; and (4) the weakening of chieftaincies. These dynamics, as we shall see, are significantly 

different compared to those observed throughout most of Ghana’s cocoa regions. 
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(1) Lack of integration of migrant populations 

In addition to being both outnumbered and outperformed, many autochthons cite the pervasive 

unwillingness of migrant populations to integrate into the ‘local’ community as another source of 

resentment. The lack of integration of migrant populations throughout the cocoa regions can be 

physically observed in many towns and villages by the simple fact that autochthons and migrants 

often live on opposite sides of the roads that divide these communities. However, it is the nature of 

the campements system – whereby thousands of migrant-inhabited communities have developed in 

the forests, often many kilometres away from local autochthonous villages – that is perhaps an even 

greater source of autochthons’ frustration vis-à-vis migrants. While expressing concerns over the 

‘Baoulé invasion’ of his community, one autochthon chief stated that “[t]he Baoulés don’t come and 

settle down in the village, they create their own campements!”603 This critique of Baoulé migrants 

was echoed by a senior figure in Alassane Ouattara’s Rassemblement des Républicains Party, who 

suggested that “quite often the Baoulé, when they arrive, they stay in their own plantations, in their 

own villages, and they don’t participate in community life, and I believe this contributed a great deal 

to the friction between these populations.”604 

This lack of integration has recently taken both generational and symbolic dimensions, as 

observed by one local chief who lamented the behavior of the offspring of the original migrants. 

According to the chief: 

Until recently, relations had always been good. Those who came from elsewhere 

respected those that received them. In recent years, the children of the descendants of 

those who came first, they have adopted different behavior from their fathers. They are 

less respectful; they are less considerate of those who received them. ... For example, 

when the first migrants came, when our parents gave them land, often at the end of the 
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year during the holiday period, they brought goods, fish, or even money to thank their 

tuteurs, to say because of you I was able to have land. The first migrants did this. 

Nowadays, the youth no longer do this. They no longer come to thank their tuteurs.605 

 

This break with ‘tradition’ represents yet another manifestation of the lack of integration of migrant 

populations in local communities and, consequently, an additional source of friction. 

 

(2) Autochthons’ ‘alienation’ from their land 

In writing about the nature of ‘host-stranger’ relations in the southwestern cocoa regions, McGovern 

highlights a key factor in shaping diverging outcomes: the extent to which land has been ‘alienated’ 

from autochthons. Whereas in certain areas, migrants (notably Burkinabè) worked as labourers who 

were paid from the harvest of their work, in other regions (notably those home to the Guéré and Bété) 

land was often sold outright. Consequently, tensions over the status of these lands tend to be much 

higher.606 In other words, the frequency of the outright sale of lands by autochthons to migrants has 

been a major factor in contributing to the violent conflict in the cocoa regions. When asked to explain 

the root of the violence in these regions, most interviewees cited the alienation of land as a key 

ingredient in the broader conflict narrative in Côte d’Ivoire. For example, one foreign journalist 

stated that “a lot of it has to do with the relation people have with their land and whether they’re 

using the land themselves, or using migrant labour. ... Most of the conflict is when the ownership is 

no longer with the autochthons.”607 The interviewee further noted: 

I think a lot of it has to do with a loss of status in their own land, in their own area, in 

their own zone, by giving away this land they’re watching these outsiders, whether they 

be from other parts of Ivory Coast or from other parts of West Africa, they’re watching 

them become successful, and some are getting quite rich, and you know, there’s the 

whole problem of village jealousies and things like that.608 
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The sense of autochthons’ alienation from their land has been further compounded by the fact 

that they have not only lost control of ‘their’ lands, but also owing to the bitter reality that migrants 

have surpassed them economically by exploiting these lands. As one president of the local youth 

association argued: “Because you are a tuteur and you give a parcel of land, after five years the 

migrant has ‘made himself’ because he has farmed, and because you are lazy you have not, and so 

there are jealousies; because those who received the land quickly progressed whereas the others have 

remained in poverty.”609 The sense of autochthons’ ‘alienation’ would become most pronounced 

when many autochthon youth returned to their home towns during Côte d’Ivoire’s economic crisis. In 

the words of one local autochthon chief, “The youth who returned from school, who could not get 

jobs in the city, returned to find a situation in which all of the lands that belonged to their parents are 

now occupied by others. So the youth ask, ‘where will we stay’? How will we live?”610 These 

questions, as Chapters 7 and 8 reveal, would trigger fierce debates over citizenship and belonging, 

and serve to fracture the social contracts that had bound autochthon and migrant populations for 

decades.611 

 

(3) Disputed nature of land sales 

A third source of conflict between autochthons and migrants relates to the disputed nature of land 

sales. At the heart of the enduring tensions between these communities are the unresolved and 

seemingly irreconcilable positions between these groups surrounding the ownership of land. While 

the vast majority of autochthons boldly claim that the land was never ‘sold’ and that it was merely 

‘leased’, ‘rented’, or ‘lent’ to migrant populations, migrants overwhelmingly reject these 

declarations, stating that their ancestors – and more recently, themselves – purchased the land 

outright. Consequently, it is not simply autochthons’ sense of ‘alienation’ from their land that fuels 
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tensions in the cocoa regions, but rather the disputed nature of land transactions that poses major 

obstacles to resolving these protracted conflicts. As the following table reveals, a sample set of 

responses from both autochthons and migrants over the perceived nature of land sales in the cocoa 

regions provides striking evidence of the contested claims to the land espoused by these 

communities. 

 

Table 6.1: Autochthon and migrant responses regarding disputed nature of land sales 

 

 

Autochthon responses 

 

 

Migrant responses 

 

“The land cannot be sold, it can only be allocated, we 

lease it to you, we rent it you; the land is a property for 

decades and decades, an individual cannot sell it, he can 

rent it.”
612

 

 

 

“This is false, everyone has a paper. We cannot purchase 

something without receiving a receipt.”
613

 

 

 

“We only leased the land, the word ‘sold’, we do not 

know it.”
614

 

 

“‘Let you use’ is not a term that exists’. People often 

make distinctions between ‘leasing’ and ‘selling’. 

Listen, it’s the same term. So when they say ‘lease a 

portion of land’, it means a purchase.”
615

 

 

 

“Do they constitute sales? What we recognize, is not that 

they purchased the land, because you cannot purchase 

land. A bottle of gin or liquor that you offer a local 

community that accepts to ‘give’ you 20 hectares of 

forest is not the price for 20 hectares! But you claim that 

you have paid for it, which is not true!”
616

 

 

 

“Nobody here received a free piece of land from a 

Guéré. First of all, Guérés don’t like to give ‘freely’. 

Guérés don’t like to share.”
617

 

 

While the above comments are alarmingly indicative of the polarized perspectives of 

autochthon and migrant claims over land, some interviewees provided more nuanced responses when 
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weighing in on the ownership of land. Some respondents even countered claims made by their co-

ethnics. For example, one autochthon youth president provided a surprisingly candid response 

regarding the legitimacy of autochthon versus migrant claims over land, stating: “We need to be 

frank, I’m a Guéré, my brothers here, they are Malinkés, they’re from the north. I’m from this region. 

He who says that he did not sell the forest, that he did not sell his land, it’s false, they sold it.”618 

Moreover, a Burkinabè cocoa farmer added: “From both sides, we need to be honest and frank. Often 

autochthons are right that people exploit their portion of land abusively. But often they also let others 

make their [autochthons’] lands productive and then they come along to recuperate the land.”619 

Although the discrepancies over competing perspectives regarding land ownership vary both across 

and within regions, the general trend prevails: the disputed nature of land sales is a major source of 

tension and conflict in the Ivoirian cocoa regions. 

 

(4) Weakening of chieftaincies 

The fourth factor that has served to further strain host-migrant relations in the cocoa regions is the 

weakening of chieftaincies, a phenomenon that is inextricably tied to the earlier discussion on the 

legacies of ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes in these regions. In writing about the 

implications of the absence of a ‘neo-traditional’ chiefly elite in the cocoa regions, Crook and 

colleagues note that land relations in the cocoa regions “have relied more on social bargaining and 

informal arrangements which were often overridden by the state.”620 The authors ultimately argue 

that such conditions “provoked politicised ethnic conflict and perceptions of dispossession amongst 

host communities” which “has led to the eruption of politicised ethnic conflict and indirectly to the 
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civil war in that country.”621 While much of the contested nature of land sales and ambiguity over 

contemporary ownership of land in the cocoa regions stems from the earlier-described inability of 

‘weak’ authorities to challenge the central state’s land policies, in recent decades the Ivoirian crisis 

has further weakened chieftaincies throughout the cocoa regions. Thus unlike in neighboring Ghana 

where local chiefs play leading roles in resolving land disputes, local authorities in the Ivoirian South 

rarely occupy similar positions of power. As one head of an international NGO suggested, “because 

the chiefs have been weakened, they are weakened in their ability to play a leading role in their 

capacity to resolve conflicts. This, in turn, weakens their credibility in the eyes of the locals.”622 

While the interviewee noted that the weakening of chieftaincies is not the root cause of the violence 

in these regions, he argued that it nevertheless facilitates such violence. 

While the absence of strong traditional authorities may serve to undermine the ability of local 

communities to resolve their own disputes over land, the question that remains is: which factors 

contributed to the recent deterioration of local authorities? In answering this question, one respondent 

provided a particularly insightful account of the downfall and complexities of chieftaincy rule in 

today’s cocoa regions. According to the interviewee: 

This started if you go back to the 90s and you had the cadres coming back from the city 

who no longer respected traditional chiefs and started already eating away at their power, 

but has been made much worse by the conflicts. You have a chief who dies and then 

there’s a struggle for power. In every community you have the chief of the autochthons, 

you have the chief of the allogènes, you have the chief of the allochthons, then you have 

the chief of the campements who responds to the chef de village, and it’s very, very 

unclear in every community where the real power lies. And that makes a big difference. 

If you still have strong traditional leaders who are respected then they are able to solve 

conflicts more easily.623 

 

Thus while traditional chiefs continue to occupy important roles in local communities, their 

weakened ability to resolve local disputes over land (and other issues) stands in sharp contrast with 
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the ‘almighty’ chiefs that continue to reign throughout Ghana’s cocoa regions. In sum, the weakening 

of chieftaincies, coupled with the lack of integration of migrant populations, autochthons’ 

‘alienation’ from their lands, and the disputed nature of land sales, constitute four interrelated factors 

that help to explain the outbreak of violent conflict between autochthons and migrants in the Ivoirian 

cocoa regions. And yet, as the following section reveals, some of the Southern parts of Côte d’Ivoire 

have been spared such violence, due in large part to the absence of those conditions that set in motion 

the violent conflict in the southwestern cocoa regions. 

 

‘State-Society’ Relations and Land Rights ‘Outside the Autochthon-Migrant Configuration’624: 

Insights from the Sanwi Kingdom in Southeastern Côte d’Ivoire 

 

Despite the broad generalizations regarding host-stranger relations throughout the cocoa regions, 

some parts of southern Côte d’Ivoire have escaped the large-scale violence pitting autochthons 

against migrants. The Sanwi Kingdom in the Sud Comoé Region in southeastern Côte d’Ivoire is a 

case in point of one such place. In many respects, this micro-region is an exception to the rule that 

‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes created the conditions for violent conflict between 

migrants and autochthons in the southern cocoa regions. Instead, this region was home to a ‘strong 

society’ where political elites were organized hierarchically and where there was the absence of the 

‘migrant-autochthon dichotomy’ that dominates social relations around land throughout the Ivoirian 

south. A brief analysis of this region therefore provides further evidence of the legacy of ‘state-

society’ relations and land tenure regimes in shaping diverging outcomes. In so doing, it 

demonstrates how the distinctly different ‘state-society’ relations and competing rights/claims to land 

in this region help explain the absence of large-scale violent conflict between hosts and migrants. 
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In writing about the particularities of the Sanwi region, Boone argues that “there was a 

measure of political cohesion and hierarchy” in Sanwi society, as the Sanwi were unique among the 

Agni microstates of southeastern Côte d’Ivoire in their ability to sustain the “capacity for political 

Map 6.1 Map of Sanwi Kingdom625 
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self-organization.”626 This ability to mobilize opposition against the central state enabled the Sanwi 

to pressure the government into making concessions on both land and kingship, a feat unmatched by 

other communities in southwestern Côte d’Ivoire. In short, the Sanwi Kingdom represents a 

contrasting example of ‘state-society’ relations to that of the vast majority of the Ivoirian south. 

Furthermore, the historical development in land pioneering in this region highlights another element 

of ‘Sanwi exceptionalism’. In a recent essay, Colin and colleagues provide an incisive account of the 

evolutionary trajectory of land access/rights within certain jurisdictions of the Kingdom, highlighting 

how a unique trajectory helped structure relations between hosts and migrants in a radically different 

fashion.627 According to the authors, “[t]hese lands were in practice free of any human activity at the 

beginning of the twentieth century. No autochthonous village claimed these lands, and ever since the 

settlement started, no Agni Sanwi or Eotilé ever came to claim rights over them. Such an area de 

facto corresponded to a ‘no man’s land’ in terms of land control.”628 Given the absence of any 

autochthonous hosts in these regions that might be able to adopt the role of tuteur, access to land was 

therefore not mediated through the institution of the tutorat.629 

The long-term implications of these land acquisition practices are noteworthy. The authors’ 

findings reveal that while land rights remain frequently contested in these areas, this generally occurs 

within families. In other words, land disputes do not necessarily occur between ‘hosts’ and migrants, 

as is the case throughout most of the cocoa regions. Instead, the authors find that land rights have 

remained quite secure despite the volatile socio-political context. This finding, according to the 
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authors, can be attributed “to the absence of autochthons who could present claims over land.”630 Yet 

this observation should not lead one to believe that autochthons and migrants co-exist in perfect 

harmony in this otherwise unique context. As the authors demonstrate, there is indeed deep 

resentment against Burkinabè tenants who have become economically successful – a striking parallel 

with the southwestern cocoa regions. However, despite the economic dynamism of these migrants 

and the jealousies this breeds, Burkinabès have not been violently targeted by autochthons in these 

regions. This undoubtedly stems from the fact that such tensions are “rooted in land lease rather than 

in land appropriation rights.”631 In short, the absence of those critical variables outlined in the 

previous section – notably, autochthons’ alienation from their land and the disputed nature of land 

sales – means that the conditions for migrant-producing conflict have not taken root in this region. 

This conclusion is echoed by the authors who state that “[t]he condition of access to land during the 

pioneer phase (no customary land right holders, no tutorat institution), the absence of an 

autochthonous land stake, and the character of outright sales of land, largely explain the fact that land 

ownership rights are not questioned, except within families”632 

While this brief overview of the Sanwi Kingdom offers only a cursory glimpse of the 

dynamics in this micro-region, it nevertheless captures the importance of how diverging ‘state-

society’ relations and land tenure regimes can serve to structure and, fundamentally, alter relations 

between host and migrant populations. As the authors rightly point out, the difference between the 

Sanwi case and the general situation that has prevailed throughout southern Côte d’Ivoire “derives 

precisely from this perception of the legitimacy of past access to land and past land transfers, in the 

absence of autochthons in a position to claim ‘superior rights’ over land.”633 Furthermore, there is 
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additional evidence that the strength of the Sanwi political elite vis-à-vis autochthon elites ‘outside 

the autochthon-migrant configuration’ provides an additional piece of the puzzle, since local 

authorities have been able to mount greater resistance to the otherwise hegemonic influence of state-

builders. In contrast to the weakening of chieftaincies that has occurred throughout most of Southern 

Côte d’Ivoire, this has empowered local traditional authorities. In conclusion, while these dynamics 

might be accurately described as ‘Sanwi exceptionalism’, they are by no means exceptional. Rather, 

as the case study of Ghana reveals, the strength of local chieftaincies and the relative absence of 

disputed land sales are indeed the status quo throughout most (though not all) of the country’s cocoa 

regions. 

 

‘STATE-SOCIETY’ RELATIONS AND LAND RIGHTS IN GHANA’S COCOA REGIONS: 

THE CRITICAL ROLE OF THE ALMIGHTY CHIEF 

 

‘State-Society’ Relations in Colonial and Post-Colonial Ghana: 

Chiefs, ‘Strangers’ and Land Tenure in the Cocoa Regions 

 

One of the main factors that has historically distinguished Ghana from Côte d’Ivoire is the recurring 

importance of the ‘almighty’ chief in its cocoa regions. Whereas the previous sections highlighted the 

absence of ‘strong’ authorities and the salience of politically fragmented societies that lacked 

hierarchical organization, one of the dominant features of socio-political life in Ghana’s southern 

regions is the prominence of ‘strong’ chiefly authorities. As outlined in the introduction, a central 

argument in this chapter is that the ‘strength’ of these authorities influenced the development of 

‘exclusionary’ land tenure regimes in the cocoa regions, tipping the balance of power in favour of 

indigenes over migrants. As this section argues, as in neighboring Côte d’Ivoire, the nature of 

contemporary host-migrant relations in Ghana’s cocoa regions has been largely determined by 

political developments dating as far back as the pre-colonial and colonial periods. 
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In writing about the situation that state-builders confronted on the ground in the early 

colonial period, Boone highlights an important feature of political life in southern Ghana. Many 

Ashanti and other Akan polities provided “the indigenous political infrastructure that was the sine 

qua non for” a state-building strategy organized around indirect rule since these communities had 

governments that were relatively extensive in geographical scope, and that were structured by well-

developed bureaucracies and internal hierarchies. Furthermore, these political structures also 

“enjoyed considerable legitimacy for most rural subjects.”634 Thus unlike in neighboring Côte 

d’Ivoire, where French colonizers lacked meaningful political infrastructure for governing rural 

areas, the British were able to structure their system of colonial rule around a form of ‘indirect rule’ 

through local chieftaincies. Notwithstanding the contested nature of chiefly rule in local 

communities, as multiple authority-types had vied for and occupied positions of power in pre-

colonial times,635 the early years of colonial rule marked the beginning of a determined strategy on 

the part of colonial rulers to strengthen chiefly authority in southern Ghana. Throughout the colonial 

period, the powerful role of chiefly authorities would be further strengthened by their newfound 

ability to allocate, control and dispose of land – abilities that had been legally sanctioned by British 

authorities as early as 1903.636 As the cocoa sector rapidly expanded during the early years of 

colonial rule, chiefs manoeuvred to maximize their revenues from cocoa rents by asserting claims 

over land and subjects, and by reinventing ‘customary rules’ over land tenure, often in contravention 

of colonial dictates.637 Despite the dubious interventions of chiefs in the domain of land tenure, the 
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end result was that these authorities became increasingly empowered in their ability to control both 

land and subjects over the colonial era.638 

The growing influence of chiefs’ control over the distribution and rights over land would have 

powerful implications for the development of host-migrant relations in the cocoa regions. With the 

design in the 1930s of a new version of the abusa sharecropping system in the cocoa sector, chiefs 

gained even greater control over land vis-à-vis migrant farmers. According to Boone, under the 

abusa system, migrants were not able to purchase land outright but were instead required to ask 

“local chiefs for permission to cultivate stool lands (Akan ‘crown lands’).”639 In short, the 

development of this land tenure regime fuelled chiefly power and undermined the ability of migrants 

to challenge the authority of traditional rulers, as they became increasingly subservient to the whims 

of chieftaincies. Although, to quote Firmin Sellers, migrants and chiefs were involved in a “highly 

interdependent relationship in which the chief’s welfare depended upon his subjects’ well-being,” the 

truth of the matter is that migrant populations were tremendously vulnerable to chiefly authority.640 

The firm grip of chiefs over migrants and the glaringly obvious power imbalance is succinctly 

outlined by Berry who describes the historical exploitation of migrants by chiefs: 

In Ghana, migrants obtained farming rights from local chiefs, whose authority over land 

had been formally institutionalized under colonial rule, and who used their authority to 

extract substantial amounts of rent from ‘stranger’ farmers (Arhin, 1986: 24ff; Boni, 2006: 

176–7). As supplies of virgin forest land dwindled, chiefs not only demanded larger 

payments, but also expanded the category of ‘stranger’ to include descendants of 

‘immigrants’ who had settled in the southwestern forests long before the process of cocoa 

expansion began (Boni, 2006: 172ff). Since protests were likely to end up in the chief’s 
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court, migrants’ ability to resist these demands was limited, unless they were prepared to 

abandon their farms.641 

 

Needless to say, the historical role of ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes led to a 

radically different balance of power between migrants and indigenes in Ghana compared to Côte 

d’Ivoire. 

As many scholars have noted,642 Ghana’s founding President, Kwame Nkrumah, sought to 

undermine chieftaincy rule in the cocoa regions. Whereas British colonialists had employed a state-

building strategy of ‘powersharing’ with neotraditional rulers, Nkrumah adopted a strategy of 

‘usurpation’.643 As early as 1951, “Nkrumah undertook to either secure the chiefs’ acquiescence to 

party hegemony or, where chiefs resisted as they did in the core Akan states of Asante and Akim 

Abuakwa, to deploy all the powers of the state to undermine the political and economic authority of 

the rural elite, and neutralize their capacity to act collectively in the political arena.”644 Despite 

Nkrumah’s initial success in wrestling power from the chiefly elite, over the long-term traditional 

chiefs continued to dominate political life in rural Ghana – and notably, the control and distribution 

of land rights. In other words, while traditional authorities fought tooth and nail to preserve their 

authority within local communities during the Nkrumah years, they emerged relatively unscathed. 

Notwithstanding repeated efforts on the part of successive leaders during Ghana’s precarious post-

colonial years to challenge chiefly authority, one of the enduring features of rural political life is the 

strength of local chieftaincies. While such authorities have undoubtedly lost much of the power they 

once held over land and subjects during the colonial period, chiefs continue to play leading roles in 

the distribution and mediation of conflicts over lands. As Crook and colleagues write, “[t]he end 
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result has been that local communities in Ghana have a strong capacity to protect customarily held 

land, and, through the institution of chieftaincy, have preserved local institutions for regulation of 

disputes.”645 This in turn has meant that both migration and the marketization of land have been 

handled more peacefully and institutionally in the Ghanaian cocoa regions than in Côte d’Ivoire.646 

Thus, for better or worse, “personal status and access to land remain linked to chiefly jurisdiction in 

Ghana, whether or not there is any basis for this in contemporary law.”647 

To conclude, how then have diverging ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes in 

Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire contributed to producing such different migration-conflict outcomes? The 

short answer is that migration into the cocoa regions in Ghana occurred under the control of host 

communities (notably chiefs). As Crook points out, these communities were ultimately “able to set 

the terms on which migrants worked for farmers and on their opportunities to acquire land.”648 

Whereas the land ‘free-for-all’ in Côte d’Ivoire led to an influx of uncontrolled migration into its 

cocoa regions, large-scale migrations in Ghana of between 150,000 and 200,000 people per year 

during the 1950s and 1960s “were absorbed relatively peacefully within the context of control by 

host communities.”649 While this comparison of host-migrant integration should not be misconstrued 

as if to suggest that Ghana’s cocoa regions have been spared any conflict or disputes pitting 

indigenes against migrants, it nevertheless reveals how “the worst aspects of a land ‘free-for-all’ as 

experienced in Cote d'Ivoire were avoided” and how this averted the development of those conditions 

that made the Ivoirian cocoa regions vulnerable to violent conflict.650 While the greater degree of 

legalization and control by local chiefs would exact a terrible economic price on the growth of 
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Ghana’s cocoa sector, as explained in Chapter 7, this has proven to be a blessing in disguise as it has 

prevented the land question from becoming a burning political issue in the cocoa regions. 

 

Host-Migrant Relations and the Land Question in Contemporary Ghana 

How have the above developments linked to ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes served 

to affect relations between indigenes and migrants in contemporary Ghana? In answering this 

question, this section adopts a similar approach to the earlier discussion on contemporary host-

migrant relations in Côte d’Ivoire as it offers a brief overview of some of the key insights from the 

field work in Ghana. In so doing, the section echoes the earlier arguments outlined in the secondary 

literature and provides additional evidence of the causal claims surrounding ‘state-society’ relations 

and land tenure regimes; more specifically, that these intervening variables constitute key 

explanatory factors in modelling the relationship between migration and violent conflict. In stark 

contrast to the Ivoirian case, the basic finding in Ghana’s cocoa regions is that host-migrant relations 

are ‘cordial’. In fact, the overwhelmingly majority of the over 100 interviewees emphatically argued 

that ‘we are all Ghanaians’ and ‘migrants are our brothers’ so ‘we live peacefully’. Which factors 

might help to explain the ‘cordial’ state of relations between these groups? Whereas the Ivoirian field 

research pointed to a number of interrelated factors (i.e. lack of integration of migrant populations, 

autochthons’ ‘alienation’ from their land, disputed nature of land sales, and weakening of 

chieftaincies) that served to weaken the social contract between these groups, the Ghanaian case 

reveals a number of factors that have positively influenced host-migrant relations, namely: (1) the 

integration of migrants; (2) indigenous control over land; (3) the benefits of migrant labourers; and 

(4) the enduring importance of chiefs. I will address each factor in turn. 
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(1) Integration of migrants 

The integration of migrants in host communities is a leading factor that contributes to the state of 

‘cordial’ relations between indigenes and migrants. Unlike in neighboring Côte d’Ivoire, where 

migrant populations often live in isolation from host communities, the intermingling and 

intermarriage of migrants amongst indigenes is the norm in Ghana’s cocoa regions. In fact, many 

interviewees were even hard-pressed to identify whether or not migrant populations lived amongst 

them, since ‘strangers’ are usually rapidly integrated into the host community. As one former 

Regional Minister stated, “some have lived there and we don’t know the difference between them 

and us. Some have married there, they are integrated. Some of the adults don’t know where they 

come from except that place!”651 This sentiment was echoed by a local district youth coordinator who 

noted “When you go to some places, the migrants are accepted as even indigenous because they 

comport themselves, sometimes they have married the local people, and they have brought children 

with them, so eventually they have become part of the community.”652 These comments highlight a 

recurring theme identified by respondents: the critical role of inter-marriage between indigenes and 

migrants as a medium through which migrants are integrated into host populations. Moreover, both 

responses illustrate yet another element of the integration process, namely the ‘absorption’ of 

migrants over time. As one senior civil servant emphasized, “[a]s the years go by, the younger ones 

may forget that you are a labourer, because your mother is dead, your grandma is dead, so that link 

loses. The youth don’t know, and those who come from the North, they have marks, when they are 

born here, they don’t indulge in those marks.”653 In sum, in contrast to the Ivoirian cocoa regions 

where second- and even third-generation migrants remain ‘strangers’, migrants are quickly integrated 

into host communities in Ghana. 
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The integration of migrants appears to be equally common amongst both internal and foreign 

migrants. Most indigenous respondents did not distinguish between foreign and internal migrants as 

they stated that as long as ‘you are humble’, ‘peace-loving’, and ‘respectful’, there is ‘no problem’. 

Many indigenous interviewees did not even know if there were foreign migrants in their 

communities. As one senior cocoa official said, “there are those who came in the olden days. They 

have settled and they are now part of us. But they don’t even know their roots. So they are now part 

of us. So we don’t count them now as foreign migrants.”654 When asked if there were foreign 

migrants in his community, one indigenous respondent stated: “There may be. But when the person 

comes he may not expose himself or herself that I am from here or here, or from Burkina. The fact 

that you see, languages from Volta region and from Togo, they use the same dialect. So when he 

comes, he may pretend telling you I’m from Volta region. Maybe he’s from Togo. Just to let you 

know that he is also a Ghanaian.”655 Interestingly, it would appear that some foreign migrants lie 

about their origins; a reality that was confirmed in an interview with two Togolese farmers who 

admitted they had lied to the community about their origins, claiming they were from Ghana’s Volta 

region.656 Understandable as this strategy may be, given the inclusionary attitudes of indigenes 

towards foreign migrants such an approach is probably unnecessary.657 

 

(2) Indigenes’ control over land 

One of the main reasons why migrants are so easily integrated into host communities relates to the 

second factor in explaining ‘cordial’ host-migrant relations: the widespread nature of indigenes’ 

control over land. In short, unlike in Côte d’Ivoire where migrant populations dominate land 

                                                           
654

 Interview with senior cocoa official, Ahafo-Ano South District, Ashanti Region, June 29, 2011. 
655

 Interview with village ‘caretaker’/cocoa farmer, Wassa Amenfi West District, Western Region, June 12, 2011. 
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 Foreign migrants seem to agree that they have been welcomed with open arms. As one group of Burkinabè 
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ownership in the cocoa regions, and where the balance of power tends to favor migrants over 

autochthons, the opposite can be said of Ghana’s cocoa regions. In these regions (especially in 

Ashanti Region), indigenous populations continue to wield power over migrants who have tenuous 

rights over land vis-à-vis indigenes. Given the relative absence of ‘alienated’ land in Ghana’s cocoa 

regions, there is far less ‘jealousy’ and/or ‘envy’ of ‘successful’ migrants compared to the Ivoirian 

cocoa regions. 

In discussing the particularities of host-migrant land relations in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, one 

senior civil servant provided an excellent account of the diverging ways in which local communities 

have maintained control over their lands: 

Here in Ashanti we don’t sell land. The abunu it has a time period. You know when we 

lease land to you, fifty years, it reverts back to the owner. That is the system here. So 

even though you have half of the plot as your cocoa farm, the land itself belongs to the 

owner. ... So that system makes it different from the Ivoirian situation where they sold all 

the land outright and they thought the people were dominating them. Here, we don’t sell 

land. We believe that our ancestors handed over the land to us, our incoming generation 

will also inherit it.658 

 

To be sure, as the upcoming discussion in the chapter reveals, the abunu system of sharecropping is 

fraught with problems and is a source of dispute between migrants and indigenes. As one interviewee 

lamented, “I am eager to get my land because abunu system, there is so many things that are wrong 

with it. ... It is not a fair thing! But what for do? If you don’t get it, half is better than none.”659 

Notwithstanding the shortcomings of these arrangements, these comments underscore a central 

feature of land relations in these communities – migrants’ limited ability to challenge indigenes’ land 

rights. Backed by customary land tenure regimes that tend to privilege indigenes over migrants’ 

rights over land, the reality is that migrants, to quote an indigenous cocoa farmer, “are very 
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 Interview with senior civil servant, Ahafo-Ano South District, Ashanti Region, June 29, 2011. 
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 Interview with Ghanaian migrant cocoa farmer/Cocobod extension officer, Wassa Amenfi West District, Western 

Region, June 8, 2011. 
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submissive” as they must “go by the rules governing the society.”660 The particularities of this power 

dynamic are such that indigenous populations tend to economically outperform migrants. As one 

cocoa industry official stated, “[e]ven if they work harder, they are not necessarily more successful 

than indigenous ones. Sometimes you may see a migrant farmer who is more successful than 

indigenous, but it is one out of thousand.”661 Despite some of the exploitative elements of these land 

arrangements, they have prevented the rise of a dominant class of migrant workers in the cocoa 

sector – a phenomenon that has heightened tensions between host and migrant populations in other 

contexts. 

 

(3) Benefits of migrant labourers 

The ‘cordial’ state of relations in the cocoa regions is also owing to the fact that migrant labourers 

provide tremendous benefits to their host communities. Simply put, most communities perceive the 

relationship between indigenes and migrants to be mutually beneficial. While migrants have 

historically helped to develop host communities through their labour and investment of resources, 

indigenous populations have provided both land and employment opportunities for migrants. Many 

indigenous populations are therefore cognizant of the major contributions of migrants towards the 

development of their communities since without the arrival of large numbers of migrants, many of 

today’s cities/towns in the cocoa regions would have arguably remained small villages with no or 

few services.662 As one local indigenous teacher and cocoa farmer candidly put it, “We know that 

migrants help in the development of the town. Without the migrants, the community might be about 

100 or 150. Right now, if you are counting the indigenous here, there may not be more than 100. The 
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 For a similar finding on the role of migrants into the artisanal gold mining sector in Ghana, see Frank K. Nyame 

and J. Andrew Grant, "From Carats to Karats: Explaining the Shift from Diamond to Gold Mining by Artisanal 

Miners in Ghana," Journal of Cleaner Production 29-30, (2012). 
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rest are migrants, from Burkina, Volta region, Northern regions, Ashanti.”663 The pragmatic and 

instrumentalist rationale behind encouraging harmonious host-migrant relations was further echoed 

by a senior civil servant who stated: “If you create tension with them they will go away. Meanwhile, 

you want people to work on your land so that you have your half, your portion. So you have to relate 

to them very well, for them to also be happy and then work for you. So it is mutually beneficial to 

both sides.”664 

 Migrant populations have not only supplied a historically limited factor of production (i.e. 

labour), but have also provided indigenous communities (and notably local youth) with an 

opportunity to pursue alternative economic livelihoods. Since the vast majority of youth in the 

Southern regions prefer to seek ‘greener pastures’ and ‘white-collared jobs’ than toil on cocoa farms, 

migrant labourers have enabled the cocoa sector to continue to prosper while indigenous youth 

migrate to urban zones in pursuit of both higher education and ‘quick-quick money’. In short, hosts 

and migrants are not generally in competition over the land. This critically important point is 

summarized in the following quote by one of the leading figures in the National Democratic 

Congress party: 

The southern youth are not mostly interested in cocoa farming, but in the north, 

education is low, and so you have labour that is available. So when the labour migrates 

to the south, they are not competing with the youth for jobs, because the type of work 

they are coming to do, the youth in the South are not too much interested in. So it’s a 

mutually beneficial sort of arrangement. Farmers, they need the labour, and the people 

who are coming also need the jobs, so it has not generated conflict at all.665 

 

This mutually beneficial arrangement has paid huge dividends in Ghana, as it has generated a 

sustainable socio-economic framework that has enabled the country to become a world-class 
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producer of cocoa. Perhaps even more significantly, this arrangement has also been mutually 

acceptable to both communities in that neither has as of yet violently challenged this status quo 

entente in the cocoa regions. 

 

(4) Enduring importance of chiefs 

The final factor which helps to explain the relative absence of conflict in Ghana’s cocoa regions is 

the enduring importance of chiefs who continue to play a critical role in the management and 

resolution of land disputes. To be sure, land disputes periodically flare up between indigenes and 

migrants in the cocoa regions. However, as a local court administrator noted, while “there is 

conflict... the approach is not violent” as these disputes are usually peacefully settled through the 

courts or by traditional chiefs.666 In fact, there is strong evidence to suggest that the vast majority of 

land disputes are settled outside of the courts either amongst farmers or by traditional authorities.667 

Thus while the weakening of traditional authorities has already been noted as a contributing factor in 

fuelling conflicts in the Ivoirian cocoa regions, the opposite is true in Ghana. Even migrant 

populations recognize the important role of traditional authorities in resolving disputes, despite the 

exploitation that many have experienced at the hands of these authorities. In the words of one group 

of Burkinabè farmers, conflicts are largely averted by chiefs as “they are the custodians of the land” 

and they ensure that migrants are treated fairly when there are disagreements.668 

While the ability of chiefs to control both land and subjects in the cocoa regions has certainly 

been diminished over time, they continue to exercise important political and economic functions in 

contemporary Ghana. Consequently, their enduring role as arbitrators within local communities and 

                                                           
666

 Interview with local court administrator, Sefwi Wiawso District, Western Region, July 13, 2011. However, this 
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as political actors at the national level cannot be underestimated. As a Ghanaian academic researcher 

put it during our interview, “[t]he chiefs still wield a lot of power. If you are in Ghana next year 

when the elections are coming up, you will see chiefs getting a lot, coming out very prominently, 

politicians courting them, etc. No politician will want to speak against a chief, certainly, the high 

profile ones.”669 Given the history of ‘state-society’ relations in entrenching chiefly authority, and the 

successful manoeuvring of chiefs in deepening their grip over land through the rhetoric of 

‘customary’ land tenure, it is no wonder that migrants find themselves in a vulnerable position vis-à-

vis indigenes in the domain of securing their rights/access to land. While it is arguably a stretch to 

declare that migrants “don’t oppose the chief” as “whatever the chief says they abide by,”670 these 

comments by a local politician underscore the enduring importance of traditional authorities in the 

cocoa regions. In so doing, they also paint a strikingly different picture when compared to the role of 

chieftaincies in the Ivoirian cocoa regions, where ‘allochthons’ and ‘allogènes’ often elect their own 

chiefs to represent their interests. In sum, the enduring role of chiefly authority, coupled with the 

extent of migrant integration, indigenes’ control over land, and the mutually beneficial nature of land 

arrangements have combined to create a distinctly different set of conditions linking migrants and 

indigenes when compared to neighboring Côte d’Ivoire. Yet, as the following section reveals, a 

closer examination of ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes within Ghana’s cocoa regions 

exposes some surprising parallels between Ghana’s Western Region and those parts of the Ivoirian 

south that have experienced large-scale violent conflict. 

 

Comparing Host-Migrant Relations in Ashanti and Western Regions 

In seeking to describe the ‘forest’, the above depiction of the relationship between indigenes and 

migrants in Ghana’s cocoa regions captures the general trend: one of ‘cordial’ and ‘mutually 
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beneficial’ relations. However, in so doing it falls short of distinguishing the ‘trees’, as it fails to 

identify the subtle variations across these regions. Although generalizations about the historical and 

more contemporary nature of host-migrant relations in the cocoa regions can be made, a more 

nuanced approach sheds light on some of the unique differences within these regions. Thus while the 

earlier discussion of ‘Sanwi exceptionalism’ can be described as the exception to the rule of how 

‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes have affected host-migrant relations in the Ivoirian 

south, a closer investigation of the Ghanaian south reveals a similar exception to the rule. While the 

previous section outlined the dominant factors that have ultimately governed and shaped host-

migrant relations from a macro-perspective, this section proposes to briefly sketch out some of the 

key differences across Ghana’s cocoa regions. Though the above factors accurately describe the 

general trends throughout Ghana, the main argument is that there is marked variation in terms of 

host-migrant relations across Ghana’s regions, especially between Ashanti and Western671 Regions. 

These cases, as we shall see, serve to further illustrate the critical importance of ‘state-society’ 

relations and land tenure regimes in modelling the migration-conflict nexus. 

In the Ashanti Region, lands were rarely sold outright to migrants as such sales had to be 

approved by the Asantehene – the ruler of the Ashanti people. Consequently, the vast majority of 

lands are still controlled by Ashanti family heads and local chiefs. While many migrants have farmed 

cocoa in this region, they have generally worked under the tutelage of the Ashanti under mutually 

accepted sharecropping arrangements. Under this system, the indigenous population wields the 

power and migrants recognize the Ashanti as the rightful landowners. In the Western Region, on the 

other hand, the balance of power has sometimes favored migrant populations since many cocoa farms 

in these regions are now owned by migrants. As the cocoa frontier shifted from Ashanti to Western 
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 Once again, while I use the term ‘Western Region’ throughout this section, the argument developed here applies 
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Region during the post-independence period, many local chiefs in Western Region bypassed 

paramount chiefs in order to sell lands directly to migrant populations. Although these sales would 

not generate conflicts in the early years, the increasing land scarcity in this region led to numerous 

land conflicts during the 1980s. In short, land conflicts are much more common in Western region 

than in Ashanti, where there is no controversial renegotiation or struggle over land rights involving 

local chiefs, indigenes and migrants. While the scale of violence in these conflicts has been nowhere 

near that of the Ivoirian cocoa regions, the underlying sources of these land disputes are indeed 

similar, since at the heart of these conflicts are the same ingredients that have fuelled violence in 

Côte d’Ivoire: weak/incompetent/corrupt local chiefs; the alienation of land to migrants; and the 

growing economic power of migrants vis-à-vis indigenes. I will briefly address each in turn. 

 
Map 6.2 Districts in Ashanti Region

672
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 Map taken from: Wikipedia, "Ashanti Districts" http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashanti_Region (accessed 17 April 

2013). 
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Map 6.3 Districts in Western Region
673

 

 

(1) On the diverging role of chiefs 

Although the enduring importance of chiefs has clearly played a central role in mitigating conflicts 

between indigenes and migrants throughout Ghana’s cocoa regions, chiefs have played diverging 

roles in the development and management of the cocoa sector in Ashanti and Western Region. As the 

above paragraph notes, the critical role of the Asantehene has provided stability and certainty in 

Ashanti. While chiefs have indeed been central actors in distributing and controlling lands in Western 

Region, they wield much less influence and power than does the Asantehene. The significance of this 

distinction was clearly illustrated in an interview with a Ghanaian academic who stated as follows: 

“In Ashanti Region, the land is vested in the Asantehene. The Asantahene has the power to take any 

land. ... Every piece of land you buy in Ashanti to build a house, you have to pay something to the 

Asantahene. ... But there are variations as you move from region to region. You don’t have that kind 

of thing in the Western region. In the Western Region, yes, the chiefs are important, but not as 
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critical as in the Ashanti or Eastern region.”674 Moreover, chiefs are not only less influential in their 

ability to control lands and subjects in the Western Region, but are also a main source of the land 

disputes in these regions. Since many chiefs had wilfully sold stool lands to migrant populations 

(often in contravention of ‘customary’ traditions) during the rush to expand the cocoa frontier, they 

were the target of intense indigenous critiques in the 1980s. Under great pressure, many chiefs in 

these regions “sought to reassert authority and control over land they had ceded to migrants in earlier 

decades.”675 Although disputes between migrant tenants and chiefs had persisted for decades, the 

“tension between chiefs and tenants matured into generalised violence” in the mid-1980s.676 As 

Boone and Duku write: “In Sefwi-Wiawso in 1986 and 1987, outsiders who had acquired land via 

purchase in earlier decades saw their property invaded by local youth trying to take back land 

claimed by local citizens, sometimes with the encouragement of the chiefs.”677 Although these 

conflicts were quickly resolved, Western Region continues to be plagued by underlying tensions over 

unresolved land issues linking traditional chiefs, migrants, and indigenes. 

 

(2) On the diverging nature of land ownership 

Given the diverging role of chiefs across Ashanti and Western Regions, these regions have also 

experienced strikingly different patterns of land ownership. Whereas indigenes rarely ceded their 

lands to migrants in Ashanti, chiefs willingly sold their traditional lands en masse to migrants. The 

‘alienation’ of autochthons’ lands in these regions has had a familiar result, as it has produced eerily 
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similar dynamics to the Ivoirian cocoa regions, as highlighted in the following comments: “In Sefwi-

Wiawso they fight a lot on land. That place, what I can say, is that the land, the indigenous people 

have given the land to foreigners, those who are not from the place. The local people, the chiefs have 

sold the land to people outside the area. And now the youth have come and they want to cultivate the 

cocoa and there is no land. So they have to fight for all those things sold to people.”678 As in the case 

of Côte d’Ivoire, indigenes are clearly frustrated by this status quo and seek to redress this injustice. 

As one senior (indigenous) political official noted: 

Honestly, land is not sold, it is only allotted. But our chiefs made a mistake. They didn’t 

give a timeline for one to farm. It should have been 30 years. When the trees are old, you 

don’t go back, you come to renegotiate. They didn’t do it. They cannot have it for 

perpetuity because they are migrants. The new thinking, I believe will be towards this 

end: that why should he have it for generations when the indigenes will not have access 

at all. This will be the new thinking.679 

 

Once again, this statement stands in sharp contrast with earlier observations regarding Ashanti 

control over land. Since outsiders principally gained access to land through sharecropping 

agreements rather than through outright purchase, individual ownership of land by migrants has 

become much higher in Western than Ashanti Region.680 In sum, the diverging nature of land 

ownership patterns between Ashanti and Western Regions has economically advantaged migrants 

over indigenes, while souring ‘host-migrant’ relations. 

 

(3) On the balance of power between hosts and migrants 

Given the above descriptions of the contrasting role of chiefs and diverging nature of land ownership, 

it should come as no surprise that migrants are much more empowered vis-à-vis indigenes in Western 

as opposed to Ashanti Region. To be sure, migrants carry far less economic and political weight in 
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relation to their host populations in Western Region than they do in the Ivoirian cocoa regions. 

However, the basic structural comparison remains: the legacy of chiefly interventions in land tenure 

has privileged migrants over indigenes in Western Region, resulting in a balance of power that has 

generated much conflict over the years. This power dynamic has invited a similar response in the 

Western Region as in Côte d’Ivoire, whereby indigenous youth have criticized their traditional 

authorities (for ‘selling them out’) and eventually targeted migrants. As one senior government 

official noted, “I think the issue that is coming up now has to do with the youth that are coming up, 

with the problem of land for cocoa cultivation. Some youth are thinking that our fathers, our 

ancestors did not help by giving our land out to other people from other regions to farm. So, yes, 

there are pockets of conflicts here and there.”681 The important role of youth in mobilizing against 

migrant control of the cocoa sector was further echoed by a district police commander who 

cautioned: “You know the story. It is the youth who are almost agitating to have the land under their 

control. ... Some of them use brute force to claim back the land.”682 Despite the limited number of 

violent attacks that accompany such discourses, the hostile tone of some indigenous youth is 

somewhat reminiscent of the Jeunes Patriotes in Côte d’Ivoire. To be sure, the Western Region in 

Ghana is a far cry from the violent streets of Abidjan in the mid-2000s. However, the structural 

similarities of these land disputes pitting migrants against hosts should not be ignored as history has 

shown us the consequences of inaction. 
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Table 6.2 Summary of differences in ‘state-society’ relations between Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana 

Region Local authority 

in cocoa regions 

Impact of gov’t 

migration policy 

in cocoa regions 

Host-migrant 

relations in cocoa 

regions 

Long-term result of in-

migration 

Côte d’Ivoire 

Western/ 

Central regions 

 

 

Sanwi Kingdom 

 

Weak/politically 

fragmented 

 

 

Stronger/more 

politically 

cohesive 

 

Imposed/ 

mass influx of 

migrants 

 

Challenge/ 

resist central 

government 

 

Overwhelmed/ 

aggrieved host 

population 

 

Absence of 

‘autochthon-migrant 

dichotomy’ 

 

Long-term economic 

gains, long-term political 

‘pains’ 

 

More ‘sustainable’ socio-

economic model of 

growth 

Ghana 

Ashanti & parts of 

Western Region 

 

 

Western Region 

(Sefwi Wiawso & 

Juabeso Districts) 

 

Strong/centrally 

organized 

 

 

Relatively 

strong/less 

centralized 

 

Controlled by 

chiefs & 

indigenes 

 

Manipulated by 

local chiefs 

 

 

Migrants ‘absorbed’/ 

‘controlled’ by 

indigenes 

 

Overwhelmed/ 

aggrieved host 

population 

 

Short-term economic 

gains, mid-term 

economic ‘pains’, long-

term political gains 

 

Long-term economic 

gains, some political 

‘pains’ 

 

 
Table 6.3 Summary of differences in land tenure regimes between Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana 

Region Migrants’ 

original access 

to land 

Land Ownership 

by migrants 

Holder of 

‘balance of 

power’ 

Impact of decline in land 

availability/cocoa sector 

 

Côte d’Ivoire 

Southwestern/ 

central regions 

 

 

Sanwi Kingdom 

 

From local 

individuals/ 

families 

 

‘No-man’s 

land’: first-

come, first-serve 

 

Very common/ 

encouraged by 

central gov’t 

 

Common/greater 

local political 

autonomy 

 

Migrants 

(foreign & 

internal) 

 

Variation/ 

close balance 

 

Souring of host-migrant relations/ 

scapegoat & target migrants 

 

 

Tensions between autochthons & 

migrants but absence of land 

conflicts 

Ghana 

Ashanti & parts of 

Western Region 

 

 

Western Region 

(Sefwi Wiawso & 

Juabeso Districts) 

 

From local 

authorities 

(chiefs) 

 

From local 

authorities 

(chiefs) 

 

Rare/ 

salience of abusa 

agreements 

 

Very common 

(encouraged by 

local chiefs) 

 

Hosts/ 

notably chiefs 

 

 

Slightly 

favoring 

migrants 

 

Migrants increasingly exploited 

by chiefs/indigenes 

 

 

Souring of host-migrant relations: 

target chiefs and eventually 

migrants 
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CONCLUSION 

To conclude, the macro-comparative analysis of ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes in 

Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana highlights the structural, institutional and historical forces that have 

influenced host-migrant relations in these countries’ cocoa regions. The comparative analysis of 

these diverging ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes ultimately points to the critical 

importance of the following factors in shaping the relationship between indigenes and migrants: the 

extent of migrant integration into the host community; the degree of indigenous control over land; the 

agreement over the terms of the transfer/sale of land; the balance of power between indigenes and 

migrants; and the strength of chieftaincies. Although these variables may be context-specific to the 

Ivoirian and Ghanaian cocoa regions, they nevertheless provide some preliminary insights for 

theorizing the relationship between migration and conflict. Furthermore, this chapter has also gained 

additional insights through the intra-case analysis of two regional outliers: (1) Sefwi Wiawso and 

Juabeso districts in Ghana’s Western Region; and (2) the Sanwi Kingdom in Southeastern Côte 

d’Ivoire. The first outlier reveals that while host-migrant relations are mostly ‘cordial’ in Ghana’s 

cocoa regions, some districts in the Western Region share some parallels with Côte d’Ivoire’s 

conflict-ridden zones. Meanwhile, the second outlier, the Sanwi Kingdom, provides an exception to 

the rule. Unlike in most regions of the Ivoirian South, land conflicts have been mostly absent in this 

zone, where land relations are uncharacteristically not structured around the ‘autochthon-migrant 

dichotomy’ that prevails in the cocoa regions. 

Both these examples strongly support the theoretical claims that are developed in this 

chapter: that diverging ‘state-society’ relations have served to structure land tenure regimes in 

significantly different ways, heightening the possibility of migration-producing conflict. And yet as 

this evolving theoretical framework is beginning to show us, while diverging ‘state-society’ relations 

can create a multitude of land tenure configurations, the impact of these forces on host-migrant 

relations is not pre-determined. In other words, while certain forces can create the conditions for 
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migration-producing conflict, they by no means guarantee these outcomes. Rather, as Chapters 7 and 

8 demonstrate, the migration-conflict nexus is indeed much more complex. In the following chapters, 

I continue to build the theoretical model for understanding the conditions through which migration 

can produce violent conflict. In so doing, the analysis will begin to narrow its focus on the political 

(and economic) factors that have helped produce such fundamentally different outcomes across these 

cases. Thus while ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes are critical intervening variables 

for explaining the relationship between migration and violent conflict, these elements constitute but 

one piece of this unresolved puzzle. 
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Chapter 7: State Capacity and Exogenous Shocks: 

Fuelling Migration-Conflict Dynamics in the Cocoa Regions 

 

In examining the diverging role of ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes in influencing 

host-migrant relations in West Africa’s cocoa regions, the previous chapter explains how these 

intervening variables can create fertile conditions for migration-producing conflict. Whereas ‘state-

society’ relations in Côte d’Ivoire contributed to the development of open immigration policies and 

land tenure regimes which heightened tensions between autochthons and migrants, a different 

configuration of ‘state-society’ relations in Ghana’s cocoa regions enabled local communities to 

maintain control/authority over migration flows and land rights preventing outbreaks of indigenous-

migrant conflict. These cases, among others, provide compelling evidence that the development of 

distinct land regimes structures social relations and serves to produce varied patterns of land-related 

conflicts.683 In fact, as Boone points out, the creation of different land tenure regimes generates 

incentives, possibilities and constraints for migrants confronted by land disputes as it influences their 

decisions to ‘exit’ (i.e. leave the host community), ‘voice’ opposition (i.e. through political acts such 

as threats, protests, resistance), or remain ‘loyal’ (i.e. accept losses but continue in pre-existing 

relationships).684 In short, Boone’s argument suggests that the nature/structure of a given land regime 

will dramatically influence how actors respond when land disputes erupt. Yet while the previous 

chapter highlights some of the basic ingredients that might create the conditions for the eruption of 

land disputes pitting migrants against hosts, it falls short in providing a detailed framework for 

explaining when such conflicts will erupt. 
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Herein lies the objective of this chapter: to build on the theoretical model for understanding 

the relationship between migration and conflict by shedding light on those factors that help fuel 

migration-conflict dynamics. In so doing, this chapter aims to extend our analysis on migration and 

conflict in the cocoa regions by introducing two new intervening variables: state capacity and 

exogenous shocks. By considering the role of these intervening variables in the migration-conflict 

nexus, the chapter argues that exogenous shocks can undermine state capacity to manage host-

migrant relations. When exogenous shocks – both economic and political – occur simultaneously, 

they threaten the capacity of the state – at both the national and local levels – to check underlying 

tensions between indigenous and migrant populations. In other words, a coalescing of economic and 

political exogenous shocks creates a ‘perfect storm’ in which pre-existing animosities and tensions 

between hosts and migrants boil over and lead to outbreaks of violent conflict. On the other hand, 

when exogenous shocks (economic and political) do not occur simultaneously, both the state and 

local communities are usually able to ‘weather the storm’ as host-migrant relations do not become a 

focal point of political discourse. In this local context, political entrepreneurs are not able to 

manipulate pre-existing cleavages between these groups that might contribute to widespread violent 

conflict. 

The link between economic shocks and anti-immigrant behavior and attitudes has been well-

documented. In summarizing the putative relationship between economic forces and the rise of 

xenophobia, for example, Whitaker identifies a number of prominent theories in the Political Science 

literature that link xenophobia with economic competition.685 More specifically, she cites numerous 

studies that demonstrate key linkages regarding: (1) the relationship between anti-immigrant attitudes 

and low levels of development686 and high unemployment687; (2) the rise of xenophobia in response 
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to individuals’ outlooks688; (3) the salience of high levels of anti-immigrant attitudes among groups 

in direct competition with immigrants689; (4) the presence of anti-foreigner attitudes and policies in 

societies with high levels of inequality690; and (5) the increased likelihood of anti-immigrant attitudes 

in poorer countries, during periods of economic recession, and in countries with sizable numbers of 

economic migrants as opposed to refugees.691 Moreover, Whitaker highlights another line of 

argument that indirectly links xenophobia with economic forces, in stating that a ‘social crisis’ in a 

host country often drives people to scapegoat foreigners since these crises can threaten “the nation’s 

social compact, generating a struggle over which groups are entitled to collective goods.”692 While 

the above literatures offer disparate accounts of the varied ways in which economic factors are linked 

to exclusionary attitudes/policies towards migrants, they all stress the same point: the relationship 

between host and migrant populations is fundamentally altered by the shifting dynamics of economic 

forces.693 As this chapter argues, the precipitous decline of the Ivoirian economy (and cocoa sector, 
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more specifically) constitutes a critically important exogenous shock that significantly undermined 

the state’s capacity to manage the latent problems affecting host-migrant relations in the Western 

cocoa regions. 

Notwithstanding the potential influence of economic factors in undermining the state’s 

capacity to mitigate tensions between host and migrant populations, the cases under review 

underscore the even more important role of political forces as exogenous shocks. As these cases 

demonstrate, one political factor seems to have weakened state capacity more than any other: the 

introduction of multi-party elections. Many scholars have already noted the perils of political 

liberalization and the troubled relationship between democratization and nationalist/ethnic conflict.694 

Furthermore, in recent years a growing body of literature has also emerged that examines the rise of 

electoral violence in Africa.695 To quote Snyder, the underlying theme behind this research is 

ultimately that “[r]ocky transitions to democracy often give rise to warlike nationalism and violent 

ethnic conflicts.”696 In explaining the path from ‘voting to violence’, Snyder identifies a number of 

contextual factors that may provide fertile conditions for democratization-related conflict. According 

to Snyder, “[e]xclusionary nationalism is most likely to prevail when the democratizing country is 

poor, when its citizens lack the skills needed for successful democratic political participation, and 
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when its representative institutions, political parties, and journalistic professionalism are weakly 

established during the early phase of the democratic transition.”697 These points are echoed by Bekoe 

who states that “in an institutionally weak environment, without the attendant institutions to allow for 

tolerance of opposing views and the mitigation of outbreaks of violence, nascent democracies cannot 

successfully accommodate and manage the diverse new political interests that emerge when the 

political system opens up.”698 In short, this cursory discussion on democratization and conflict 

highlights the potentially destabilizing role of political shocks (i.e. ‘democratization’) in undermining 

state capacity, and in causing violent conflict and even state failure. This has indeed been the case in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, where the wave of democratization in the 1990s has led to an upsurge of the 

politics of belonging which has in turn fuelled political violence.699 As this chapter argues, this 

process has often inflamed host-migrant relations – nowhere more so than in the Ivoirian cocoa 

regions. 

How might these insights regarding the relationship between exogenous shocks and state 

capacity help to explain diverging migration-conflict outcomes? The central argument in this chapter 

is that the simultaneous occurrence of an economic crisis and the introduction of multi-party 

elections in Côte d’Ivoire constituted powerful exogenous shocks that overwhelmed the state’s (and 

local communities’) ability to manage the already precarious relations between autochthons and 

migrants in the western cocoa regions. In other words, the coalescing of economic and political 

forces created a ‘perfect storm’ in which underlying and deep resentments between these populations 

boiled over during this period of tremendous economic and political uncertainty. Meanwhile, despite 

its long years of economic and political turbulence in the post-independence era, Ghana was able to 

weather the storm. To be sure, Ghana experienced a prolonged period of intense economic 
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uncertainty that brought its cocoa sector to the verge of collapse.700 However, as I argue in this 

chapter, the exogenous shocks that contributed to the downfall of the cocoa sector did not occur 

during a period of political liberalization. Instead, the country was under authoritarian rule 

throughout most of the precarious years of economic decline in the cocoa sector. Moreover, when 

Ghana returned to multi-party elections in 1992, the country was much less dependent upon cocoa 

and in the midst of an impressive economic recovery. These diverging outcomes are undoubtedly 

related to the fundamentally different economic development strategies that were adopted by these 

countries in the post-independence era. As McCauley points out, “whereas Côte d’Ivoire prioritized 

export-led growth reliant on foreign factors of production, particularly agricultural labor, Ghana 

adopted a path of state-led development and import substitution industrialization.”701 Consequently, I 

argue in line with McCauley that “the very strategy that led to early economic success in Côte 

d’Ivoire also created resource contestation along identity lines (and hence the potential for communal 

conflict), whereas the development strategy in Ghana deterred resource struggles among identity 

groups and contributed to intercommunal peace.”702 The long-term impacts of these economic 

development strategies would influence the ability of these states to peacefully manage host-migrant 

relations in their cocoa regions in profoundly different ways. In sum, the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cases 

illustrate how political and economic forces can combine to heighten the possibility of migration-

producing conflict. 

The chapter begins by exploring the Ivoirian case, in order to demonstrate how economic and 

political forces created a perfect storm of conditions for migration-producing conflict. The first 

section on Côte d’Ivoire examines the economic crisis and collapse of its cocoa sector and the impact 

                                                           
700

 On the close economic parallels between these countries and the role that the cocoa-based economies played in 

their economic downfalls, see Woods, "Predatory Elites, Rents and Cocoa: A Comparative Analysis of Ghana and 

Ivory Coast." and Ruf, "Libéralisation, Cycles Politiques Et Cycles Du Cacao: Le Décalage Historique Côte-

D'ivoire-Ghana." 
701

 McCauley: 184. 
702

 Ibid., 191. 



217 

 

of economic shocks on host-migrant relations. It then considers the ways in which political 

liberalization served to undermine the state’s capacity to manage the already precarious relations 

between autochthons and migrants in the Western cocoa regions. The final section on Côte d’Ivoire 

introduces the concept of horizontal inequalities and uses this framework to explain the interrelated 

connections between exogenous shocks, state capacity, and the country’s perfect storm. The chapter 

then shifts focus to the Ghanaian case, in order to demonstrate why exogenous shocks failed to 

undermine the state’s capacity and trigger violent conflict in its cocoa regions – despite the country’s 

troubled economic and political history. The first section on Ghana examines the country’s economic 

crisis and the collapse of its cocoa sector. In so doing, it focuses on the controversial Aliens 

Compliance Order of 1969 and highlights the reasons why this policy failed to generate widespread 

violence in the cocoa regions despite its dramatic impact on foreign workers in these regions. 

Meanwhile, the second section on Ghana outlines the political factors that helped the country avert 

any large-scale conflict pitting indigenes against migrants: namely the role of authoritarian 

government and the absence of a democratization process that might have prevented the country 

from weathering the years of economic and political uncertainty. Finally, the chapter concludes by 

summarizing the arguments and reviewing the theoretical insights. 

 

CÔTE D’IVOIRE’S ‘PERFECT STORM’ 

 

Economic Crisis and the Collapsing Cocoa Sector 

 

The end of the ‘Ivoirian miracle’ in the late-1980s brought Côte d’Ivoire’s prolonged period of 

unprecedented economic growth and political stability to a dramatic halt. At the heart of the 

country’s economic collapse were a number of factors directly tied to the implosion of its cocoa 

sector, including a crisis in the pioneer production system, an urban economic crisis, a fall in the 

price of agricultural produce and in farmers’ standard of living, and a financial crisis that severely 
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affected the state.703 As a result of the economic crisis, the abundant financial resources at President 

Houphouët-Boigny’s disposal quickly evaporated. While the economic downturn posed a number of 

formidable governance challenges for the regime, central among them was Houphouët-Boigny’s 

weakened ability to sustain a complex and costly system of patron-client relations. Under tremendous 

economic duress, the Ivoirian state became increasingly impotent to appease political opponents at 

both the national level and within the cocoa regions. Thus while the former President’s informal 

policy of ‘ethnic arithmetic’ had been strategically possible during times of economic largesse it 

would begin to crumble in light of the new economic constraints. Although traditional export-led 

development strategies had historically generated enough revenues to buy off or co-opt rival interest 

groups at both the state and local levels, the economic crisis limited the regime’s ability to 

redistribute those spoils that had once accompanied the Ivoirian miracle. In sum, the shaky 

foundation upon which the economic miracle had been constructed had been dealt a tremendous 

blow by the economic shocks that rattled the country’s economy – shocks that reverberated from the 

centers of power all the way to the distant cocoa regions. 

Facing severe international pressure to liberalize the cocoa sector, in 1988-89 the Ivoirian 

government decided to dismantle the Caisse de Stabilisation which had provided guaranteed 

producer prices to cocoa farmers for many decades. The economic troubles in the cocoa sector were 

further compounded by the misguided strategy of Houphouët-Boigny to withhold cocoa from 

international traders during the ‘cocoa war’ of the late 1980s as a means of trying to raise global 

commodity prices for cocoa. Despite his entrenched views and impassioned attempts to challenge 

international buyers, the President’s efforts exacerbated the problems in the cocoa regions as cocoa 

farmers went months without being paid. Given the state of the country’s economy and the 60 per 

cent reduction in earnings from cocoa, the central government decided to cut the producer price for 
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cocoa in half.704 These measures all served to threaten the economic livelihoods of the country’s 

cocoa farmers. Most important, the economic problems in the cocoa regions provided rich fodder for 

political opponents in these regions and at the national level. As already alluded to above, the 

downturn in commodity prices and evaporation of cocoa rents sapped the Ivoirian government of “its 

ability to appease politically disenfranchised identity groups who represented the bulk of migrant 

labor” – a development that would eventually contribute to the rise of northerners’ sense of 

abandonment and political exclusion.705 

In retrospect, it should come as no surprise that the economic crisis and the ensuing 

liberalization in response to structural adjustment measures resulted in increased territorial tensions – 

both inter-and intra-regionally. As Boone argues, economic liberalization often produces a set of 

distinctive territorial effects such as “competition among the leaders of regionalized constituencies 

for control over the center; struggle over the local state; conflict over land rights and citizenship; and 

atrophy of the center.”706 Consequently, these new forms of territorial politics threaten to erode 

previously entrenched forms of national integration.707 Moreover, economic liberalization can also 

undermine the state’s capacity to act at the local level as outlined by Boone: 

Liberalizing policy reforms have meant the dismantling of mechanisms that central 

rulers had used to centralize the appropriation of surpluses and revenues from 

agriculture, trade, and industry. Gone are the agricultural marketing boards, much of the 

state-owned enterprise sector, the state monopolies over the banking sector, and the 

state’s import and export monopolies. These were the mechanisms that had enabled 

central rulers to distribute resources and investment throughout the national space and to 

control resource flows in ways that gave the state a local presence, tied regions and local 

constituencies to the center, governed the course of local politics, enhanced the primacy 

of the center, and mediated relations among regional constituencies.708 

 

                                                           
704

 Ruf, "Libéralisation, Cycles Politiques Et Cycles Du Cacao: Le Décalage Historique Côte-D'ivoire-Ghana," 346. 
705

 McCauley: 195. 
706

 Boone, "Africa's New Territorial Politics: Regionalism and the Open Economy in Côte D'ivoire," 61. 
707

 Ibid. 
708

 Ibid., 65. 



220 

 

And yet while this transition to the ‘open economy’ heightened inter-regional tensions in Côte 

d’Ivoire and constrained the state’s capacity to wield influence in the arena of local politics, these 

economic shocks would have a profound impact on a particular issue area in the cocoa regions: the 

disputed nature of land rights. 

As the previous chapter explains, the land question is at the heart of the conflicts pitting 

autochthons and migrants in the cocoa regions – conflicts that are deeply tied to the evolutionary 

trends in ‘state-society’ relations and the emergence of diverging forms of land tenure regimes. And 

yet although these intervening variables created the conditions for migration-producing conflict over 

land, I argue that while such conditions may be necessary for the outbreak of conflict to occur, they 

are by no means sufficient. Rather, these conflicts were clearly set in motion by the economic crisis 

and the collapse of the cocoa sector. Simply put, the economic crisis in the cocoa regions fanned the 

flames of the land question which in turn contributed to migration-producing conflict. The logic of 

this argument was indeed confirmed by the overwhelming majority of stakeholders that were 

interviewed. In discussing the violence between Guéré (autochthons) and migrant populations, one 

interviewee speaks to the crucial role of the economic crisis as a conflict trigger: 

The Guéré are not a farming population, it is not something they had done. And the 

forest is theirs, and therefore they rented it out, and it was an arrangement that worked 

for everyone until you had the economic crisis. And once you had the economic crisis 

then you had the youth coming back from Abidjan and found out that their land was 

gone, and that’s when things started to go badly.709 

 

Once again, this quotation highlights the overwhelming consensus amongst respondents: that the land 

conflicts in the cocoa regions between autochthons and migrants were triggered by the rapidly 

deteriorating state of the Ivoirian economy at both the national and local levels. Interestingly, while 

many cocoa farmers had felt betrayed by the regime in the wake of the government’s decision to 

halve producer price, Boone points out that “they were not able to mount forms of collective action 

                                                           
709

 Interview (in English) with head of international NGO, Abidjan, May 1, 2012. 



221 

 

that posed a serious threat to the government’s policy-making autonomy, much less to state 

authority.”710 True as this was in the late 1980s, ‘state-society’ relations would be fundamentally 

altered with the reinstitution of multi-party elections in the 1990s. This development, as the 

following section reveals, would mark the beginning of Côte d’Ivoire’s downward spiral and lead to 

the development of a ‘perfect storm’ in the country’s cocoa regions. 

 

Political Liberalization in Uncertain Times 

As if to add fuel to the fire, Côte d’Ivoire began a process of political liberalization in 1990 with the 

introduction of multi-party elections. While the potential perils of democratization have already been 

noted, the uncertainty surrounding the country’s democratic turn was further compounded by the 

reigning economic situation. Unlike in neighboring Ghana which underwent a democratic transition 

during a period of economic rebirth, the rocky transition to democracy in Côte d’Ivoire began in a 

context of intense economic insecurity. Notwithstanding the clear implications for national politics, 

the shift to competitive electoral democracy would also spark a series of explosive debates around 

citizenship and belonging at the local level. As Young remarks, “[b]oth locally and nationally, the 

return of the electoral competition meant that the entitlement of belonging affected power relations, 

both nationally and locally.”711 One of the central issues to accompany these shifting power relations 

was the contested nature of land rights in the cocoa regions. To be sure, disputes and tensions pitting 

autochthons against migrants over land rights pre-dated the advent of political liberalization by well 

over three decades. However, as the above quotation by Boone points out, disgruntled local 

communities lacked a forum for collective action that might have served to redress the ‘injustices’ 

related to the land question. This would, however, be radically changed with the genesis of multi-

party elections as politicians would now vie for the political support of local constituents. In the 
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words of Berry, “tensions between autochthones and strangers over access to land in the closing 

cocoa frontiers converged with emerging lines of conflict over control of the state, helping to create a 

popular audience receptive to candidates’ xenophobic appeals.”712 In this new political context, 

politicians mobilized autochthons and migrants against one another as a means of shoring up 

electoral support. While this strategy proved to be politically expedient, it would serve to undermine 

the central state’s ability to manage the increasingly precarious relations between these populations 

in the cocoa regions. By instrumentalizing both the land and citizenship questions in the quest for 

political power, political elites provided a spark for the eruption of conflict between autochthons and 

migrants. In a context of deep economic insecurity, local populations were unsurprisingly highly 

receptive to the political rhetoric of their leaders. 

Despite the scale of political violence related to migration and land rights in the Ivoirian 

cocoa regions, it is short-sighted to view such violence as unique to Côte d’Ivoire. Rather, as Chapter 

3 reminds us, the conflictual nature of land politics and the intense politicization of migration has 

become a widespread phenomenon in many democratizing countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

According to Boone, the increased politicization of land in a ‘democratic era’ stems from the ease 

with which it can be mobilized as a patronage resource. As she writes, “[l]and rights can be allocated 

and reallocated by regimes seeking electoral advantage by rewarding their constituencies at the 

expense of losers, rivals, or minorities.”713 Since only 5-10 per cent of all cultivated and pastoral land 

is held under private title throughout the continent, many politicians have unsurprisingly “turned to 

land allocation politics in their quest to woo and reward voting constituencies (and other 

supporters).”714 Given the increasingly scarce financial resources at the disposal of cash-strapped 
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political leaders, elites understandably “have incentives to play the land card as their capacity to 

distribute other forms of patronage diminishes.”715 This is indeed the case in Côte d’Ivoire, where 

leaders such as Laurent Gbagbo developed their electoral platforms around autochthons’ frustration 

over the alienation of their lands. Despite Gbagbo’s failure to make deep inroads in the 1990 

elections, he would continue to build future campaign strategies around the same rhetoric that 

dominated his initial entry into politics – that once in power his Front Populaire Ivoirien (FPI) Party 

would ensure that lands were returned to their ‘rightful owners’.716 

While much of the secondary literature highlights the instrumental role of politicians in the 

Ivoirian conflict, it is important to consider the extent to which Ivoirians attribute political 

instrumentalization of both migration and the land question as key conflict triggers in the cocoa 

regions. Interestingly, despite the profoundly different views espoused by autochthons and migrants 

regarding the contested nature of land disputes, interviewees unanimously agreed that the violent 

conflict in the cocoa regions was indeed triggered by political elites’ instrumentalism and 

exclusionary ideologies. While some autochthon interviewees levelled the blame at Alassane 

Ouattara’s camp,717 the vast majority implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) directed their critiques at 

Gbagbo and the FPI. For example, as one Ivoirian academic remarked in our interview: 

It’s because the political leaders capitalized, they instrumentalized the kinds of conflicts 

that already existed, that were latent, but that previously had local mechanisms to 
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manage them. But they instrumentalized these conflicts through a much more nationalist 

approach in order to gain or ensure an electoral base, especially the autochthonous 

electorate that was socially disadvantaged; they didn’t have other alternatives than to 

support the political discourses that said that they would resolve their problems, that 

‘strangers’ were the problem. So this is how things got started in my view.718 

 

This sentiment was further echoed by an Ivoirian journalist who stressed that many politicians played 

up the issue of land redistribution. According to the journalist, numerous politicians repeatedly made 

bold remarks such as “[i]f I’m elected, we’ll return your parents’ land to you; it’s not normal that 

these people come and take your lands.”719 

As these quotes clearly imply, the reinstitution of multi-party elections ushered in much more 

than Ivoirians had bargained for. Rather than providing a mechanism for local constituents to address 

their concerns through representatives at the national level, the political opening in the 1990s led 

many political entrepreneurs to instrumentalize local grievances in the cocoa regions as a means of 

shoring up electoral support. Whereas most of these grievances had historically been peacefully 

managed through local mechanisms, the land question became a deeply divisive issue in national 

politics. While the introduction alone of competitive elections would have undoubtedly triggered 

debates over migration and land rights, the extreme economic insecurity in the cocoa regions raised 

the stakes of the land question and exacerbated conflicts between autochthons and migrants. In short, 

these economic and political shocks combined to undermine the state’s (and local communities’) 

abilities to contain/control the unresolved land disputes that had plagued the region for many 

decades. As the following discussion reveals, these shocks combined to form a ‘perfect storm’ of 

conditions by dangerously widening the ‘horizontal inequalities’ within the cocoa regions. 
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Horizontal Inequalities and Côte d’Ivoire’s Perfect Storm 

In describing the central tenets of the horizontal inequalities (HI) framework, Langer argues that the 

coalescing of political, socioeconomic and cultural inequalities “is likely to form an extremely 

explosive sociopolitical situation because in this situation the excluded political elites not only have 

strong incentives to mobilize their supporters for violent conflict along ‘cultural’ group lines, but are 

also likely to gain support among group members relatively easily.”720 Thus a central claim in the HI 

framework holds that group identity conflicts are most likely to occur when both elites and 

supporters simultaneously experience political, economic, and cultural grievances. To be sure, inter-

group conflicts obviously occur in contexts where there is an absence of shared grievances amongst 

both groups. However, as Stewart and colleagues note, there is compelling evidence that “for 

effective mobilization both elite and mass participation is required, especially since most serious 

conflicts are organized, not spontaneous, and thus require strong leadership.”721 This raises the 

question: how might a HI framework help clarify the mechanisms linking exogenous shocks, state 

capacity and migration-conflict outcomes? 

As one of the leading proponents of HI notes, the appeal of this framework has reached new 

heights in a global context in which “mobilization along group identity lines has become the single 

most important source of violent conflict.”722 According to Stewart, contemporary conflicts tend to 

occur along a variety of group identity lines including religion, race, ethnicity, clan and class.723 

While Stewart acknowledges that many of these conflicts involve an overlapping of group 

distinctions, she fails to include one of the most critical group identities in contemporary Africa (and 
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elsewhere): migrant vs. non-migrant. Indeed, as I argue throughout the dissertation, the growing 

number of contemporary conflicts pitting host populations against migrants highlights the alarming 

nature of these inter-group conflicts. Yet notwithstanding this oversight, the HI framework remains a 

useful tool for explaining the dangers of political liberalization amidst economic uncertainty. For as 

Langer reminds us, one of the central claims at the heart of the HI framework is that “[c]hanges and 

institutional shocks within a country’s institutional and economic environment, such as the 

introduction of multi-party elections or a sharp economic decline, can catalyse the processes whereby 

latent ethnic grievances become a source of violent group mobilization.”724 In short, a slightly revised 

model of the HI framework can provide insights into how the simultaneous presence of political and 

economic forces can create a perfect storm of conditions for the outbreak of host-migrant conflict. 

In many regards, Côte d’Ivoire’s perfect storm provides a textbook example for highlighting 

the core elements of the HI framework. In applying the central arguments of the HI model to Côte 

d’Ivoire, Langer argues that the violent disintegration that took place at the end of the 1990s reveals 

the potential for conflict in “a sociopolitical situation characterized by the simultaneous presence of 

severe political, developmental and cultural status inequalities.”725 He further adds that the outbreak 

of civil war in 2002 largely stems from the inability of Côte d’Ivoire’s “political élites to agree on a 

new set of formal and informal procedural and distributional rules aimed at containing the élite 

competition for political power.”726 In such a political environment, it is not surprising that “socio-

economic horizontal inequalities and grievances at the mass level provide a fertile context for violent 

group mobilization.”727 Thus the Ivoirian case provides a striking illustration of the hypothesized 

interaction of the key variables in the HI framework: political horizontal inequalities at the elite level, 
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socio-economic horizontal inequalities at the mass level, the state and progress of the economy, and 

the institutional environment.728 As the earlier discussion reveals, while for most of the post-

independence period Houphouët-Boigny had been able to quell political opposition during times of 

economic largesse, the end of the Ivoirian miracle limited the regime’s ability to appease potential 

challengers. With the collapse of the cocoa sector and the growing economic crisis, socio-economic 

grievances reached new heights as group inequalities widened. Alongside this extreme economic 

uncertainty emerged a political crisis as the introduction of multi-party elections sparked a series of 

heated and divisive debates over belonging and citizenship. Unlike in earlier times when Houphouët-

Boigny had been able to carefully craft a pragmatic policy of ethno-regional balancing, 

democratization led to the rise of increased regional and group identities and the outbreak of inter-

regional group conflict.729 In sum, the coalescing of elite and mass grievances in a context of political 

and economic uncertainty provided the perfect ingredients for the outbreak of inter-group conflict. 

While the HI framework helps to understand the macro-dimensions of the Ivoirian conflict by 

emphasizing the inter-regional widening of horizontal inequalities, the same framework can be used 

to explain the micro-dimensions of inter-group conflict within the cocoa regions. As Chapter 6 

argues, in many ways the violent conflict between autochthons and migrants in the cocoa regions was 

triggered by the widening of socioeconomic inequalities when migrants came to economically 

dominate autochthons. While these local grievances failed to generate conflict owing to the 

distribution of patronage resources during the Ivoirian miracle, the economic crisis severed the 

central government’s ability to appease local autochthonous communities within these regions 

through redistribution policies. Moreover, the introduction of multi-party elections would 
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dramatically alter the practice of ethno-regional balancing as it led to a ‘winner-takes-all’ political 

game that raised the stakes of political competition at the local level. This new political environment 

within local communities triggered fierce debates over belonging and electoral rights, thus leading to 

the rise of political grievances. In sum, we are ultimately left with a situation in which both political 

elites and local populations experienced a widening of horizontal inequalities during the late and 

post-Houphouët-Boigny period. 

The complex interplay of widening horizontal inequalities at both the national and local 

levels was cogently illustrated by a leading Ivoirian journalist who stated the following during an 

interview: 

It’s really when the economic crisis started, because up until then there is perfect 

cohabitation. In approximately 1990 the economic crisis began. And at this time there’s 

no longer any work in the city, and the youth that continue to come here realize there’s 

no more work. So they return to the village, only to find that the Burkinabè that they’d 

looked down upon is now the one with money, with a motorcycle! And they say hold on, 

this isn’t right, this is my land, it’s the land of my parents. And this is how the conflicts 

started. And this coincides with the period of the introduction of multi-party elections, 

when the political game begins to open up. ... It corresponds with the period when we 

say only Ivoirians can vote, because up until 1990, all Africans living in Côte d’Ivoire 

could vote.730 

 

This quotation provides a powerful synthesis of the central argument here: that political liberalization 

under conditions of extreme economic insecurity in a region fraught with land disputes was bound to 

trigger outbreaks of violent conflict between hosts and migrants. And yet, as the following section 

reveals, despite the many structural similarities between the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cases, Ghana has 

been able to weather the storm when economic and political exogenous shocks have threatened to 

undermine the state’s capacity to manage host-migrant relations. As we shall see, this arguably stems 

from the fact that while Ghana experienced economic and political crises, it did not confront a 
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situation in which socioeconomic and political grievances combined to exacerbate horizontal 

inequalities. 

 

‘WEATHERING THE STORM’ IN GHANA 

Coping with Economic Crisis and Uncertainty in the Cocoa Regions 

The repeated use of the phrase ‘weathering the storm’ logically implies that Ghana also faced 

formidable economic and political challenges during its post-independence period. Indeed, there is a 

large body of literature that describes the country’s precipitous decline and abysmal economic 

performance during its first decades of independence.731 While the country’s economic trials and 

tribulations have received much scholarly attention, most of its post-independence period was also 

marred by severe political uncertainty. Thus despite the country’s current status as a bastion of 

economic and political success, in many respects Ghana was an economic and political basket case 

from the 1960s through the 1980s. This observation raises the question: given the precarious state of 

the country’s economy and political system during the post-independence period, how did Ghana 

prevent violent conflict between host and migrant populations from breaking out in its cocoa 

regions? In other words, which economic factors help to explain how Ghana seems to have 

‘weathered the storm’ of its prolonged period of extreme economic and political insecurity? In 

addressing this question, I argue that the answer lies in revisiting migrants’ relationship to the land 

vis-à-vis indigenes, while considering the decreasing importance of the cocoa sector’s contribution to 

the country’s overall economy. 

Before we begin to examine the impact of the economic crisis on host-migrant relations, it is 

worth revisiting the nature of the crisis itself. In many regards, Ghana’s precipitous economic decline 
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from middle-income status at the outset of independence in 1957 to an impoverished ‘Third World’ 

country in 1982 is deeply tied to the collapse of its cocoa sector.732 One of the major factors that 

threatened the health of the cocoa industry relates to former President Kwame Nkrumah’s economic 

policy interventions in this sector. In order to finance the major industrialization projects that were so 

vital to the country’s economic development strategy, the central government heavily taxed cocoa 

farmers. Although cocoa farmers mounted tremendous resistance against Nkrumah’s taxation, they 

were unable to pressure the government to change course on its policy.733 Despite the Cocoa 

Marketing Board’s mandate to ensure both stable and fair prices for the country’s cocoa farmers, 

Herbst notes that when the global price for cocoa fell in the early 1960s, “the entire price decrease 

was passed on to farmers.”734 As the global price continued to remain low during the early 1960s and 

the government continued to exploit farmers, many cocoa farmers opted to leave their cocoa on the 

trees as they could not afford to harvest and transport the cocoa at such low prices.735 In spite of the 

rhetoric of subsequent governments that promised to strengthen the cocoa industry, the cocoa sector 

continued to underperform from the late 1960s through the early 1980s, leading many farmers to 

shift into alternative sectors or migrate from the cocoa regions altogether – a process which further 

exacerbated the innumerable challenges facing the sector. Although the 1970s were a period of 

relatively high world prices for cocoa, the poor economic policies which overvalued exchange rates 

and continued to pay low prices to the country’s farmers caused a dramatic decline in Ghana’s 

overall share of global markets from 29 per cent in 1970 to 17 per cent in 1980.736 

                                                           
732

 On the scope of this decline, Herbst, for example, notes that whereas in 1957 Ghana had the same per capita 

income as South Korea, by 1982 it was ranked twenty-first out of forty-four countries. See Herbst, The Politics of 

Reform in Ghana, 1982-1991, 17. 
733

 However, as Boone points out, this confrontation was so explosive that “in little more than a decade, it destroyed 

the Nkrumah regime and crippled one of sub-Saharan Africa’s most prosperous farming economies.” See Boone, 

Political Topographies of the African State: Territorial Authority and Institutional Choice, 237.  
734

 Herbst, The Politics of Reform in Ghana, 1982-1991, 20. 
735

 Boone, Political Topographies of the African State: Territorial Authority and Institutional Choice, 171. 
736

 Herbst, The Politics of Reform in Ghana, 1982-1991, 24. 



231 

 

The introduction of the Aliens Compliance Order (ACO) in 1969 dealt a severe blow to the 

embattled cocoa industry as cocoa farmers’ ability to cope with the onslaught of economic challenges 

facing this sector was pushed to the limits. In many respects, the decision of the Busia government to 

impose a policy which led to the expulsion of hundreds of thousands of foreigners was the product of 

a ‘perfect storm’ of economic and political conditions. On the heels of an election victory in which 

he promised to resolve Ghana’s economic crisis, President Busia used ‘strangers’ as economic 

scapegoats to explain the ills of the Ghanaian economy. Interestingly then, the coalescing of political 

and economic transformations led to the adoption of an anti-immigrant policy, not unlike the earlier 

mentioned dynamics in neighboring Côte d’Ivoire. However, where the Ghanaian case differs from 

the Ivoirian is that while the stated intention of the policy was to “remove foreigners whose 

intervention in the Ghanaian economy was judged to have negative effects,” the ACO had not 

intended to target workers in the cocoa sector but rather those ‘aliens’ engaged in illicit and/or 

commercial trade in urban areas.737 Yet despite its objectives, the end result was that thousands of 

cocoa workers were expelled. As Ruf explains, “[t]his social and political crisis deprived farmers of a 

sizeable part of their labor force which in turn played a key role in Ghana’s decline during the 1970s 

and 1980s.”738 Thus while political and economic forces helped influence the decision of the 

government to adopt this exclusionary policy, rather than strengthen Ghanaians’ control over the 

domestic economy the ACO fundamentally undermined economic development by further depriving 

an already labour-starved industry of its workers. 

Given the ACO’s targeting of foreign migrants in the cocoa regions, one might have expected 

stronger mobilization and opposition to this policy from these migrants. To be sure, as Chapter 5 

notes, there is strong evidence to suggest that many foreigners simply avoided or ignored the order 
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and continued to work under the radar on cocoa plantations.739 Although many workers succeeded in 

circumventing this legislation, the fact remains that thousands of foreigners were expelled from the 

cocoa regions. In light of this powerful exogenous shock to the cocoa sector, it is important to 

consider why the ACO failed to trigger any conflicts between host and migrant populations in the 

cocoa regions. In other words, why did migrants fail to challenge the state’s policy and assert 

themselves as legitimate labourers that had authorized agreements to work the land? To answer this 

question it is worth revisiting the earlier described exit-voice-typology. As Boone’s discussion of this 

typology reveals, migrants are constrained by the land tenure regime through which they access their 

land. Consequently, variations in land rights will result in different responses by migrants when their 

rights to land are challenged: depending on the nature of the land regime, migrants will opt to exit, 

voice opposition, or remain loyal. Herein lies a critical distinction between the Ivoirian and Ghanaian 

cases. Whereas many migrants to Côte d’Ivoire’s cocoa regions had asserted themselves as rightful 

owners of the land, the overwhelming majority of migrants (especially foreigners) in Ghana’s cocoa 

regions had weak claims/rights to the land. Thus when the central government and autochthons 

attempted to reappropriate the land from migrants in the Ivoirian cocoa regions, many migrants 

exercised their ‘voice’ to challenge, protest and resist autochthons’ efforts to regain the land. 

Meanwhile, when confronted with a similar attack on their rights to work in the Ghanaian cocoa 

regions, the vast majority of migrants were unable to mount such resistance. Instead, most foreign 

migrants exercised the ‘exit’ option or remained ‘loyal’ to those indigenes to which they offered their 

services. 

In short, rather than mobilize any resistance to the imposition of an exclusionary policy that 

targeted foreign migrants in the cocoa regions, most migrants simply opted to leave the cocoa regions 

altogether. While many migrants may have left unwillingly, the economic boom in the neighboring 

cocoa regions in Côte d’Ivoire made exit a relatively attractive option. As Crook argues, many 
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northerners (especially Mossi from Burkina Faso) “who had formerly been content to be labourers or 

sharecroppers” in the Ghanaian cocoa regions took advantage of the ‘free for all’ in the southwestern 

regions of Côte d’Ivoire and began purchasing land outright to farm cocoa on their own accord.740 On 

many levels, the expulsion of foreigners as a result of the ACO marked the beginning of a steady 

exodus of migrants (and locals) from the cocoa regions who sought improved economic opportunities 

in Ghana’s cities and in other countries.741 While the full extent of this out-migration is not entirely 

clear, some estimates suggest that upwards of two million Ghanaians had left the country by 1981 in 

response to the dire economic situation in the cocoa regions and the country as a whole.742 Thus 

while the economic crisis in Côte d’Ivoire resulted in the rapid return of urban populations to rural 

regions, increasing the demand for scarce land to farm cocoa, the opposite seems to have occurred in 

Ghana. Rather than attempting to seek economic security by (re)investing in cocoa farming, hundreds 

of thousands of foreign migrants and Ghanaians opted to quit the cocoa sector altogether and leave 

the cocoa regions for economic opportunities elsewhere. This markedly different migration trend 

further explains why violent conflicts were not generated between indigenes and migrants in Ghana’s 

cocoa regions as these populations were not competing for the same lands. 

Although the ACO undoubtedly caused short and medium-term pains for Ghana’s economy, 

over the long run it has directly contributed to the diversification of the country’s economy. Thus 

whereas Côte d’Ivoire became increasingly dependent upon revenues from the cocoa sector in the 

postcolonial era, the ACO and rapid collapse of the cocoa sector forced Ghanaians to gradually shift 

away from cocoa dependence over the post-independence period. In so doing, Ghana has been able to 

diversify its economy which has in turn reduced pressure and competition over scarce land available 
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for cocoa farming, as outlined in Table 7.1. Once again, although this transformation was in large 

part the result of the decline in the cocoa sector and not necessarily a progressive shift away from 

cocoa dependence, it has ultimately translated into a less volatile economy – and society. For these 

transformations fundamentally influenced the ability of local communities in the cocoa regions to 

cope with crises and challenges during times of economic uncertainty without resorting to the 

explosive political rhetoric that destabilized the Ivoirian cocoa regions. 

Table 7.1 Ghana’s Exports, 1900-2010
743

 

Value as a Percentage of Exports 

 

Year Cocoa Minerals Timber Non-

traditional 

Others 

1900 3.0 5.0 8.5 n/a 83.5 

1910 34 31 5.8 n/a 29.2 

1920 82.6 7.8 2.8 n/a 6.8 

1930 70.7 25.7 1.0 n/a 2.6 

1940 33.4 61.9 0.8 n/a 3.8 

1950 72.4 21.7 5.1 n/a 0.8 

1960 59.6 24.5 14.5 n/a 1.4 

1970 72.0 11.2 8.0 n/a 9.0 

1980 65.0 31.0 3.0 n/a 1.0 

1990 40.2 17.2 22.5 5.0
744

 n/a 

2000 22.5 40.0 9.0 13.6 24.9 

2010 24.0 41.0
745

 5.9 n/a n/a 

 

Political ‘Unfreedoms’ and Certainty during Hard Times 

This section builds on the previous analysis in order to highlight the political factors that shaped 

Ghana’s ability to weather its economic storm. Simply put, I conclude that the absence of an 

exogenous political shock during Ghana’s economic hard times prevented the development of a 

‘perfect storm’ that might have heightened tensions between hosts and migrants. Unlike in Côte 
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d’Ivoire where a destabilizing process of political liberalization began amidst a deep economic crisis, 

the Ghanaian government was mostly led by a series of authoritarian and military regimes during its 

troubled years. To be sure, much of Ghana’s post-independence period was marked by widespread 

political instability as evidenced by the numerous coups that took place from 1966 to 1981. However, 

the country was less exposed to competitive multi-party elections during these turbulent times. 

Consequently, I argue that the undemocratic nature of Ghanaian politics provided a sense of 

‘certainty’ during hard times as this system of authoritarian rule prevented politicians from 

instrumentalizing the issue of migration and land politics in the cocoa regions. In contrast to Côte 

d’Ivoire, where multi-party elections triggered fierce debates over belonging and rights which 

exacerbated host-migrant relations during a time of extreme economic uncertainty, the closure of the 

political system during Ghana’s troubled years meant that would-be political entrepreneurs were 

unable to play the anti-immigrant card as a means of shoring up electoral support. This, of course, 

stems from the fact that there was no need to gain electoral support in a political context 

characterized by the absence of democratic elections. When multi-party elections returned to Ghana 

in 1992, the economic environment had dramatically improved as Ghanaians were now much more 

optimistic about the state and future of their economy. As a result, politicians were less able to 

mobilize supporters around economic grievances in the cocoa regions (and elsewhere) as had been 

the case in Côte d’Ivoire. 

Despite the initial optimism surrounding Ghana’s democratic future, Kwame Nkrumah 

wasted little time in consolidating power and creating a one-party state. While Ghanaian politics 

under the self-declared ‘President for life’ could hardly be characterized as politically free, in 

retrospect the end of Nkrumah’s rule in 1966 marked the beginning of Ghana’s downward spiral of 

political repression – and instability. Although Ghana largely escaped the violence that plagued many 

countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, it experienced nine changes of government between 1957 and 1983, 

including four military coups. In spite of the efforts of some politicians to restore electoral 
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democracy, this period was dominated by military and authoritarian strongmen. Though many 

leaders from the 1960s to the early 1980s promised to strengthen the cocoa sector and rebuild the 

Ghanaian economy, none succeeded in kick-starting the faltering economy.746 The inability on the 

part of consecutive rulers to generate economic growth would consequently be used as a recurring 

excuse for military intervention as a means of fast-tracking regime change. 

However, the Ghanaian political landscape would be forever changed when Flight Lt. Jerry 

Rawlings assumed power through a coup in 1979 and again in 1981. Although he would go on to 

become democratically elected in 1992 and 1996, Rawlings’ first decade as a military ruler was 

anything but democratic. In writing about Flight Lt. Rawlings’ first few months in office in 1979, 

Mikell states that for four months Rawlings “conducted a sustained assault on corruption, by jailing 

or executing corrupt civilians, entrepreneurs and military officers alike,” going so far as to execute 

three high military officers and previous heads of state.747 Even though the second Rawlings coup in 

1981 supposedly “brought a more pragmatic man to power in Ghana than the one who had taken rule 

in 1979,” Rawlings’ regime continued to employ authoritarian and violent means.748 One scholar 

outlines how the Rawlings government declared that it would conduct unannounced searches of 

traders and that those that were found with hoarded goods would be shot by a firing squad. A similar 

fate would also reportedly befall those caught smuggling cocoa.749 Notwithstanding the brief forays 

into multi-partyism that sprinkled the post-Nkrumah years, authoritarian rule thus remained the 

dominant political system during Ghana’s turbulent period. While these years bred tremendous 

political instability, in a twisted way they provided a degree of certainty against an entrenched 

practice of competitive multi-party elections that might have generated heated debates and conflicts 

over migration and land politics in the cocoa regions. 

                                                           
746

 Mikell, 193-232. 
747

 Ibid., 211. 
748

 Ibid., 215. 
749

 Herbst, The Politics of Reform in Ghana, 1982-1991, 26.  



237 

 

If the aforementioned period was characterized by political unfreedoms and hard economic 

times, Ghana’s political liberalization was marked by an economic context of increased certainty. 

Consequently, it is fair to say that the economic environment during Ghana’s return to competitive 

electoral democracy was fundamentally different than that which had structured Côte d’Ivoire’s, a 

point that is clearly illustrated by Figures 7.1 and 7.2. Whereas Côte d’Ivoire began a period of 

political liberalization while in economic freefall, these figures reveal a strikingly different economic 

trend in Ghana: a return to multi-party elections coming on the heels of steady economic growth. 

Given the sharp economic contrast between these liberalizing countries, it is easy to understand why 

political entrepreneurs would have much more receptive and disgruntled audiences at the local level 

in the Ivoirian as opposed to the Ghanaian cocoa regions. Moreover, the previous section further 

outlines that by 1992 the Ghanaian economy – and Ghana’s population – was also much less 

dependent on cocoa revenues than it had been in previous years. The decreasing importance of cocoa 

vis-à-vis other export sectors is unmistakably shown in Table 7.1. Unlike in Côte d’Ivoire where 

thousands of autochthons returned to their homelands and the cocoa sector to seek security during a 

period of economic crisis and political liberalisation, Table 7.1. points to the diminishing role of the 

cocoa sector in the Ghanaian economy, most notably from 1980 onwards. In sum, the return of multi-

party elections and political freedoms in a context of increased economic certainty once again 

underscores the central thesis: Ghana has been able to weather the storm of exogenous shocks in its 

cocoa regions owing to the absence of a coalescing of economic and political crises. 
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Figure 7.1 Economic growth rates since independence
750 

 
 

Figure 7.2 GDP per capita since independence
751

 

 

The above economic and political factors all serve to explain the absence of the outbreak of 

violent conflict in Ghana’s cocoa regions despite the country’s troubled past. These factors provide 

additional insight into the contemporary relations between host-migrant populations and the 
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prospects for future anti-immigrant policies in the cocoa regions. In order to gauge the prospects for 

hostilities between hosts and migrants in Ghana’s cocoa regions, interviewees were asked whether or 

not a future government might enact a similar policy to the ACO. This question ultimately goes to 

the heart of the central question behind this chapter: how can exogenous shocks (i.e. economic and 

political) affect state capacity and in turn impact host-migrant relations in the cocoa regions. In 

answering this question, interviewees thus provided additional insights into the complex interplay 

between exogenous shocks, state capacity, and migration-related conflict. While some interviewees 

noted that economic decline could result in toughened immigration restrictions against ‘dubious’ or 

clandestine migrants, the overwhelming majority of respondents stated that no government in Ghana 

would ever impose a ‘Busia-like’ immigration policy. In explaining why such a policy would never 

be implemented, interviewees repeatedly echoed the following comments by a local chief: “What 

happened in Busia’s administration didn’t bring anything good. The people in Nigeria did the same 

thing to us in 1983. So it doesn’t bring anything good. Ghana has learned from its mistakes.”752 This 

short quotation powerfully sums up the general consensus amongst interviewees: anti-immigrant 

policies are not only unhelpful but can be profoundly counter-productive. This shared sentiment has 

indeed been shaped by two transformative events, the ACO and the expulsion of over one million 

Ghanaians from Nigeria in 1983.753 Thus in many ways Ghanaians have learned that meddling in 

migration politics is a sure-fire way to undermine economic and political stability. More specifically, 

many interviewees repeatedly pointed to two factors that serve to explain why a ‘Busia-like’ 

immigration policy is so unlikely: (1) because of the important role of the Economic Community of 

West African States (ECOWAS) in facilitating intra-regional mobility; and (2) due to the lack of 

political expediency in promoting an anti-immigration platform. While the first factor is perhaps 

questionable, the following chapter highlights the critical importance of the second point – that the 
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absence of host-migrant conflict in Ghana’s cocoa regions can be largely attributed to the fact that it 

is not politically expedient for national and local politicians to adopt anti-immigrant rhetoric or 

policies. 

Table 7.2 Common interview responses on the prospects of a ‘Busia-like’ immigration policy 

 

On the Role of ECOWAS 

 

 

On the Lack of Political Expediency 

 

“Yeah, that was very unfortunate, and it was something 

that created a problem for us. It became a backsplash 

when Nigeria also said ‘go away’. And I don’t think it 

will ever happen again because ECOWAS is now 

getting more and more integrated into each other. ... 

Now people are moving without passports and you can 

hardly tell.”
754

 

 

 

“No, because Busia did that wrong policy, his party had 

to remain in opposition for more than 30 years. ... And in 

fact that is one of the reasons that Busia’s government 

lasted only two years. It was a major, major mistake that 

Busia made. ...They themselves have regretted that 

thing. So they will never, never use it as a major policy 

at all.”
755

 

 

 

“Because of the ECOWAS, such things will never come 

back again. Because right now, when you are in any 

West African country, crossing the border into a 

neighbouring ECOWAS country is no problem. You can 

go there and work, and work legitimately, provided you 

have the papers to work.”
756

 

 

 

“You see, that policy decision has been an albatross on 

the neck of the political tradition of Busia, even up to 

this time. So other traditions have learned a lesson from 

that, so I don’t think anybody can just get up and decide 

on that policy again. It’s not politically expedient, not at 

all.”
757

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this chapter has argued that the diverging nature of exogenous shocks (i.e. economic 

crises and the reinstitution of multi-party elections) affected state capacity and host-migrant relations 

in the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cocoa regions in fundamentally different ways. While host-migrant 

relations had not always been peaceful in Côte d’Ivoire, they rarely led to outbreaks of violent 

conflict, as the central state apparatus was largely able to mitigate conflict. However, with the sharp 

decline in the cocoa sector and the ensuing collapse of the Ivoirian economy, the financial resources 

required to maintain the patron-client networks in the cocoa regions dried up. Alongside the 
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economic crisis emerged a political one, as increasing pressure from international donors and 

domestic constituents resulted in the introduction of multi-party elections in 1990. These elections 

ended up ethnicizing politics and provoking deeper cleavages between hosts and migrants in the 

cocoa-growing regions, while reinvigorating explosive questions about land and citizenship rights. 

As if to add fuel to the fire, the death of Houphouët-Boigny in 1993 heightened the stakes of Ivoirian 

politics and ushered in a period of even greater uncertainty and insecurity. As the state’s capacity to 

meet the needs of all groups faltered in this precarious political and economic climate, migrants 

became an expedient scapegoat at both the national and local levels. This perfect storm of conditions 

thus resulted in the instrumentalization of migration as a political and economic issue, providing the 

spark for outbreaks of violent conflict in the cocoa regions. 

Whereas the above political and economic conditions culminated in a perfect storm in Côte 

d’Ivoire, Ghana was able to ‘weather the storm’ of exogenous shocks that would challenge the state’s 

capacity to manage host-migrant relations in its cocoa regions. Although Ghana also witnessed 

significant political and economic transformations linked with the cocoa sector in the post-colonial 

period, the critical difference is that these exogenous shocks did not occur simultaneously. Since the 

mass expulsion of foreigners in Ghana had preceded the decline in the cocoa sector (and in many 

respects, the expulsion itself was a leading cause of the decline), migrant workers were not available 

for scapegoating by host populations. Moreover, when Ghana’s cocoa sector and economy began to 

collapse, the country was under the control of a military government. The political closure of 

Ghanaian politics during these hard times ultimately created a context in which political 

entrepreneurs had little reason to try and mobilize electoral support. Given the absence of democratic 

elections during this period, the emergence of anti-immigrant rhetoric would fail to become a central 

theme in the political arena.758 Finally, whereas Côte d’Ivoire became increasingly dependent upon 
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revenues from the cocoa sector in the post-colonial era, there was a shift away from cocoa 

dependence in Ghana, as the country had been able to diversify and re-boot its economy when multi-

party elections returned in 1992. In short, the capacities of the Ivoirian and Ghanaian governments to 

weather the storm of exogenous shocks have fundamentally differed. While this difference can be 

explained by a number of socioeconomic, historical, and structural factors, the coalescing of political 

and economic problems goes a long way in explaining these different outcomes. 

In comparing and contrasting the diverging ways in which exogenous shocks affect state 

capacity and host-migrant relations, this chapter has added another dimension to the migration-

conflict nexus. In so doing, the main theoretical claim is that while the state and local communities 

can generally weather the storm when confronted by an economic or a political crisis, the coalescing 

of economic and political forces can severely undermine the capacity of the state and local actors to 

manage or contain underlying and unresolved problems between local and migrant populations. Yet 

while extreme economic uncertainty and political crises may create the necessary conditions for 

heightening the possibility of host-migrant conflict, these factors are by no means sufficient. For as 

the following chapter reveals, in order for such conflicts to erupt political entrepreneurs must 

instrumentalize the issue of migration through the use of exclusionary ideology and divisive rhetoric. 

As Chapter 8 demonstrates, one particularly inflammatory ideological current has been used to great 

effect by political actors at the national and local levels as a means of triggering explosive conflicts: 

the dangerous discourse around autochthony. As we shall see, these discourses provide a critical and 

final element in the theoretical model for explaining the relationship between migration and violent 

conflict. 
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Chapter 8: ‘Sons’ and ‘Strangers’ of the Soil: 

Autochthony Discourses in the Migration-Conflict Nexus 

 

Although the previous chapters carefully illustrated the formidable roles of ‘state-society’ relations, 

land tenure regimes, exogenous shocks, and state capacity in the migration-conflict nexus, they 

cautiously noted that these factors need not produce migration-conflict outcomes. In other words, 

while these historical, economic and structural factors may heighten the possibility of migration-

producing conflict, these forces by no means guarantee that migration will become a major cleavage 

and source of widespread violence. This therefore raises the critical question: who/what is ultimately 

responsible for triggering the outbreak of large-scale migration-related conflicts? In answering this 

question, this chapter narrows in on the concept of ‘autochthony’ – the notion of being from the soil 

itself. As the chapter argues, it is the use and ideology of powerful autochthony discourses that have 

served as a master cleavage and destabilizing source of violent conflict in West Africa’s cocoa 

regions. To be sure, the political ideology of autochthony does not in and of itself directly ‘cause’ 

violent conflict between indigenous and migrant populations. Rather, it is the political 

instrumentalization of this exclusionary and divisive trope that is at the heart of much migration-

related violence. In essence, this chapter thus argues that the final element in the migration-conflict 

nexus is the manipulation by political elites of autochthony, as the instrumentalization of this 

ideology has been employed to great effect at macro, meso and micro-levels in triggering explosive 

violence, nowhere more so than in the Ivoirian cocoa regions. In sum, the following discussion 

highlights the crucial distinction between ‘sons’ and ‘strangers’ of the soil which has fundamentally 

influenced the diverging migration-conflict outcomes across the cases under review. In so doing, it 

demonstrates why the use of autochthony discourses constitutes a central component in a framework 

for understanding the relationship between migration and violent conflict. 
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As Chapter 3 outlines, the rise of autochthony throughout the African continent is often 

attributed to the advent of the twin processes of democratization and decentralization in the 1980s 

and 1990s.759 In writing about the impact of Africa’s democratic turn, Geschiere suggests that 

democratization inspired “determined attempts toward closure in order to exclude certain groups 

from their full rights as national citizens – or at least to distinguish between citizens who ‘belong’ 

and others who belong less.”760 Moreover, Geschiere further adds that “just as democratization 

turned out to open up unexpected scope for autochthony movements, the new decentralization policy 

and the support of NGOs, often quite localist in character, similarly turned questions of belonging 

and exclusion into burning issues.”761 In short, both processes contributed to ushering in a new period 

of exclusionary politics which served to destabilize and politicize explosive questions of belonging – 

questions that would rapidly turn on the issue of migration. For as many scholars have noted, 

autochthony discourses take center aim at those populations with the weakest attachments/claims to 

the soil; i.e. migrants. Thus despite the strong rhetoric of African solidarity espoused by the vast 

majority of the continent’s governments, recent trends portray a radically different picture – one in 

which migrants find their rights to citizenship and belonging increasingly under threat.762 The direct 

link between autochthony, citizenship and migration is all too evident in a continent that is rife with 

‘struggles for citizenship’. As Manby explains, “[i]t is not a coincidence that the countries where 

citizenship has been most contentious are often the countries that saw the greatest colonial-era 

migration; migration not only of Europeans and Asians to the continent, but in even greater numbers 

of Africans within the continent.”763 When theorizing the relationship between migration and conflict 
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in contemporary Africa, we must therefore take stock of the ways in which autochthony serves to 

politicize the issues of migration and citizenship and, in turn, trigger outbreaks of violent conflict. 

In investigating the causal links between autochthony and migration-related conflict, it is 

worth restating the central claim in this chapter; namely, that autochthony discourses are used by 

political elites (e.g. national politicians, regional government leaders, local mayors, traditional 

authorities) as a strategic device to exclude opponents/rivals and shore up support amongst local 

constituents. While this argument does not imply that local communities and mass populations are 

unwillingly and easily manipulated by savvy politicians, such a position nevertheless hinges on an 

elite instrumentalist view which posits that political elites play a leading role in mobilizing 

supporters through their use of autochthony at the macro-level, meso-level, and micro-level. It should 

be noted that the conceptualization herein of these levels of analysis deviates from the dominant 

framing of macro, meso, and micro levels of analysis in Political Science.764 Whereas the macro-

level of analysis commonly refers to the structural forces (i.e. economic, military, political, trade) at 

both the international and national levels that ‘structure’ domestic politics, I adopt a more spatial 

understanding of the macro-level to explain how autochthony has been employed at the national/state 

level and the influence/impact this has had on political dynamics in the national arena. Moreover, 

rather than use micro-level to explain the individual behaviours/calculations of actors that act to 

shape political outcomes within the state, I use the term micro-level to describe how autochthony has 

been used at the local level of politics, i.e. within the local dynamics of both countries’ respective 

cocoa regions. Finally, while the meso-level of analysis attempts to account for the role of 

institutional (both formal and informal) mechanisms and forces that shape political outcomes, the 

conceptualization here of the meso-level refers to the intersection of both the national and local 
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levels. In other words, while the meso-level generally refers to the political institutions that mediate 

between structure and individual agency, I define the meso-level as the locus of interplay between 

the national level and local level of politics. While this characterization of the meso-level does not 

ignore or downplay the role of institutional factors, it examines more broadly the specific ways in 

which national-level politics around autochthony intersect with local politics – in this case, how 

national level policies in Côte d’Ivoire governing land tenure rights served to directly affect host-

migrant relations at the local level within the cocoa regions. In short, the meso-level of analysis 

describes how the macro-level and micro-level are deeply intertwined. 

In revealing the multiple ways in which autochthony has been used at multiple levels of 

analyses, one of the central findings is that in order to mobilize autochthons, political elites at both 

the national and local levels must be able to draw upon underlying and deeply entrenched grievances 

to persuade local populations to follow suit. In short, autochthony is a powerful tool when it overlaps 

with a multitude of grievances, as it provides disgruntled populations with a simple yet seductive 

source of legitimization for the righting of wrongs. In many ways, the argument here echoes the 

discussion in Chapter 7 surrounding horizontal inequalities (HI). Writing about the central logic of 

the HI framework, Langer reminds us that group disparities and unequal exchange do not in and of 

themselves explain the outbreak of interethnic conflict. Rather, Langer also uses an elite 

instrumentalist argument in stating that “[w]hether horizontal grievances actually become an issue in 

the national political sphere depends largely on whether or not political leaders and national élites 

decide to instigate and organize the process of grievance formation and/or (violent) group 

mobilization.”765 Simply put, the politicization of grievances by political elites provides the trigger 

for violence when the conditions for the eruption of conflict are already ripe. 

A similar position is presented by Whitaker who highlights a large body of literature which 

argues that anti-foreigner views are fueled by politicians’ use of exclusionary rhetoric. Whitaker 
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points to research on Europe that has illustrated “the rise of right-wing parties, which frame issues to 

focus on immigration, increase the salience of social over economic cleavages, and legitimize anti-

foreigner attitudes.”766 Moreover, she further adds that similar case studies across African countries 

also find that xenophobia has been both “fueled and legitimized by elected politicians in their efforts 

to maintain power.”767 However, Whitaker also rightly notes a key factor in explaining political 

elites’ ability to mobilize supporters using anti-immigrant rhetoric in stating that “for such discourse 

to resonate, some portion of the public must be receptive.”768 To reiterate, a key claim in theorizing 

the relationship between migration and conflict is that the targeting of migrants by political elites 

through the use of autochthony discourses is much more likely to occur in those contexts where 

autochthons perceive migrants to be the source of entrenched grievances and/or injustices. As 

Chapters 6 and 7 have shown, the diverging perceptions over local grievances in the Ivoirian and 

Ghanaian cocoa regions have been fundamentally shaped by these communities’ unique experiences 

regarding ‘state-society’ relations, land tenure regimes, exogenous shocks, and state capacity. In 

short, the abovementioned factors serve to explain why Ivoirian political elites have been able to stir 

local grievances through the exclusionary and divisive use of the appealing trope of autochthony. By 

contrast, Ghanaian political elites have been confronted with a much different situation ‘on the 

ground’ – one in which autochthony discourses are much less politically expedient as they ultimately 

fail to resonate with local populations’ experiences and perceptions regarding migrants. 

This chapter therefore illustrates the strikingly different use of autochthony in the Ivoirian 

vis-à-vis Ghanaian cocoa regions. It reveals how autochthony discourses have been employed in 

diverging ways by political elites at the macro, meso and micro-levels. The chapter begins by 

examining the use of the ‘dangerous discourse of autochthony’ throughout the Ivoirian crisis. This 

discussion unfolds in three parts. In the first part, I introduce the role of autochthony at the macro-
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level by exploring the concept of ivoirité and the Electoral Code of 1994. I then consider the highly 

controversial creation of the 1998 Rural Land Law, which I argue represents the manipulation of 

autochthony at the meso-level. Finally, I turn my attention to the cocoa regions in order to explore 

how the autochthony trope served to arm autochthons at the micro-level. The chapter then turns its 

attention to examining the role of autochthony in Ghana and asks the key question: are there no ‘sons 

of the soil’ in the Ghanaian cocoa regions? The central argument running through this discussion is 

that while there has been much conflict over access to and use of land in the country’s cocoa regions 

(and northern parts of the country), these conflicts have “not led to ethnically-based, electoral 

political mobilisation at the level of political parties.”769 The first part of this section revisits the 

nature of autochthony and the land conflicts that have plagued the country’s western cocoa regions to 

explore why these conflicts have not bled into national politics. I then briefly introduce and examine 

the conflicts of autochthony in northern Ghana to again explain how these similar conflict dynamics 

have failed to gain traction and why they have remained contained within the local dynamics of the 

region. I conclude this section by asking the critically important question: how can we explain the 

absence of autochthony discourses in Ghana at the national level? Finally, the chapter concludes with 

a summary of the findings, and a brief overview of the theoretical insights that emerge from the 

comparative analysis. 

 

THE DANGEROUS DISCOURSE: AUTOCHTHONY IN THE IVOIRIAN CRISIS 

Autochthony at the Macro-Level: Ivoirité and the Electoral Code of 1994 

Notwithstanding the research focus on migration-conflict dynamics in the Ivoirian cocoa regions, the 

central role of national level politics in shaping outcomes at the local level cannot be underestimated. 

This observation underlines the need to explore the macro-level dimensions of autochthony in 
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Ivoirian politics if we are to fully understand the micro-level consequences; i.e. migration-conflict 

outcomes in the cocoa regions. In the case of Côte d’Ivoire, the need to consider national level 

variables is further demonstrated by the close parallels between national and local level conflicts. 

This, of course, stems from the fact that the root causes of the nation-wide Ivoirian crisis and the 

violent conflict in the cocoa regions have both centered on the contested nature of citizenship, land 

politics, and electoral rights. This section thus proposes to examine the role of autochthony at the 

‘macro-level’ by focusing on the exclusionary concept of ivoirité and its political manifestation 

through the passing of a new electoral code in 1994. In so doing, it echoes a cautionary warning from 

Manby that while it is indeed tempting for politicians to mobilize “an ‘in-group’ of supporters by 

blaming an ‘out-group’ of alleged foreigners for all their troubles, the consequences of a focus on 

blood-and-soil connection to the country can be disastrous not only for that group, but for the country 

as a whole.”770 As the following discussion reveals, this concern has been tragically played out in 

large part due to the promotion of ivoirité and the electoral code of 1994. While these parochial 

initiatives targeted specific groups, the use of the autochthony principle as a master cleavage at the 

national level would have a profoundly far-reaching and destabilizing impact on the cocoa regions 

and the entire country. 

As Chapter 4 carefully illustrates, Côte d’Ivoire is no stranger to debates and struggles over 

nationhood and citizenship as such debates entered the political sphere and were vigorously contested 

well before the country’s independence in 1960.771 While questions surrounding citizenship and 

political rights occasionally resurfaced during Houphouët-Boigny’ reign, le vieux was largely 

successful in sweeping these debates under the rug throughout the post-independence period. 

However, with the introduction of multi-party elections in 1990, the divisive issues of citizenship, 

nationhood and land tenure became key electoral themes when Houphouët-Boigny’s main rival – 
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Laurent Gbagbo and the Front Patriotique Ivoirien (FPI) – attempted to mobilize political support 

through a xenophobic discourse targeting migrant populations in the western cocoa regions (and 

elsewhere). Despite Gbagbo’s poor showing in the elections, his appeals did not fall on deaf ears. 

Given the overwhelming demographic dominance of non-indigenous groups in the cocoa regions (by 

some estimates between 50-60 per cent by the late 1980s), and their ability to reap the lion’s share of 

the economic benefits from the cocoa sector, many autochthons become increasingly frustrated by 

the economic and political status quo.772 

Following the death of Houphouët-Boigny in 1993, President Henri Konan Bédié adopted a 

similar strategy as Gbagbo, introducing ivoirité as a political concept that attempted to define 

Ivoirian nationality, distinguishing ‘true Ivoirians’ from foreigners.773 While the concept of ivoirité 

would serve to undermine the prevailing notions of citizenship and nationhood that had dominated 

Ivoirian political life since independence, it was ultimately the institutionalization of this 

exclusionary concept through the passing of a new electoral law in 1994 that would further politicize 

debates on citizenship. This law served to sharpen the meaning of ivoirité as it attempted to purify 

the political sphere of any outside influence. In essence, this law stipulated that in order to be a 

candidate in the presidential election one had to be an Ivorian born of parents who were also born in 

Côte d’Ivoire. The new law was rightly perceived as a deliberate attempt to exclude Bédié’s chief 

competition − Alassane Ouattara, a northern Muslim with supposed Burkinabè origins − in the 

upcoming elections in 1995. While these attempts to consolidate power through exclusionary tactics 

proved successful in the short term, this strategy alienated millions of Ivoirians. Northerners of 

Muslim origin came to see Ouattara’s exclusion as systematic discrimination against the north and an 

embodiment of their political struggles. As the previous chapter notes, the growing alienation in the 
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political realm, coupled with gross inequalities between northern and southern regions provided a 

‘perfect storm’ of conditions that culminated in the outbreak of civil war in 2002, dividing the county 

into two distinct political blocs (north versus south) and collectives (northerners versus 

southerners).774 

While the politics of ivoirité served to heighten tensions at the macro-level between the 

‘north’ and the ‘south’, it also exacerbated precarious relations between hosts and migrants in the 

cocoa regions. In other words, the macro-level dimensions of ivoirité and the electoral code would 

ultimately play a critical role in fuelling conflict at the local level. As Chapter 4 highlights, under the 

orthodox citizenship regime, migrants from Côte d’Ivoire’s northern regions to the southern forest 

belt remained Ivoirian citizens. However, the ethnicization of strangerhood and the incendiary 

rhetoric and politics of ivoirité combined to help shift the prime markers of identity to those criteria 

based on area of origin, culture and affiliation. As Banégas notes, this led to the development of a 

new conception of strangerhood as it shifted the category of ‘stranger’ to consist not only of 

immigrants but also to those Ivoirians considered to be ‘Dioula’ and virtually any migrant with a 

‘northern’ or ‘Muslim’ identity.775 The changing perceptions surrounding ‘Ivoirianess’ had dire 

consequences for migrants in the cocoa regions as the politics of ivoirité and the new electoral code 

combined to threaten migrants’ citizenship and land rights as it emboldened autochthons’ claims vis-

à-vis migrant populations. Given the use of autochthony at the macro-level through the concept of 

ivoirité and the electoral code, it is clear why so many scholars argued that “who is a ‘foreigner’ and 

who is an Ivoirian” was a key distinction at the heart of the Ivoirian conflict.776 In fact, at stake in the 

Ivoirian crisis was a fundamental reconceptualization of citizenship that threatened the rights of 
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millions of cross-border and internal migrants. Consequently, the characterization of the Ivoirian 

crisis as ‘a war of identification’ is an apt description of a conflict which ultimately pitted two 

radically different conceptions of citizenship against one another – an orthodox version and one 

“based on a political ideology of autochthony and exclusion.”777 

The enduring importance of the citizenship debates sparked by ivoirité and the deeply 

controversial electoral law has ultimately left its mark in Côte d’Ivoire. In asking interviewees about 

the root causes of the Ivoirian crisis, many respondents pointed to the citizenship debates at the heart 

of the country’s political violence. As one interviewee cogently noted: 

So even if you weren’t Ivoirian you could vote; nobody cared. But starting in 1995 when 

they said that only Ivoirians could vote, at this time they started saying, hold on, this 

man, he voted but he is a Burkinabè. And this is when all of the problems began. So, 

economic problems, political problems and the electoral code, these combined to cause 

problems between autochthons and allochthons. And at every election, in 1990, 1995, 

2000, in 2010, there’s always been violence.778 

 

While these debates contributed to the downward spiral of Ivoirian politics, the heightened 

importance of citizenship reached new levels during the Ivoirian civil war when the ‘citizenship 

question’ became an explosive element of the conflict. The high stakes of this debate were perhaps 

best summed up by one Burkinabè cocoa farmer who stated as follows: “In 2002, sixty kilometres 

away from here, I was walking, and what saved me was that I didn’t have my ID card on me. I didn’t 

have it with me. If I’d had it on me, I wouldn’t have a life anymore.”779 

Although the new regime under Ouattara is likely to tackle the unresolved debates 

surrounding the ‘citizenship question’, the fact remains that hundreds of thousands of Burkinabès 

remain in a constitutional limbo. As one interviewee noted, “it is clear that the Burkinabè populations 

that have been settled for a long time, their descendants, they are still not Ivoirians according to the 

law. They are in the society; they live in society; they are like Ivoirians; they are connected to a 
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village in the zones that they inhabit; they have cut all links with their descendants but they are not 

recognized as Ivoirian.”780 What is more, the enduring importance of the role of autochthony at the 

national level and its link with the citizenship question are powerfully revealed in comments by 

autochthonous populations who continue to declare that “Ouattara knows that he is not an 

Ivoirian!”781 When considering that many autochthons continue to claim that the current President is 

not even an Ivoirian citizen, it is easy to see the lasting power of an autochthony-charged 

exclusionary concept like ivoirité. 

 

Autochthony at the Meso-Level: The Case of the 1998 Land Law 

Although the land question had been somewhat displaced by the citizenship disputes linked to 

ivoirité, President Henri Konan Bédié reinvigorated the debate over land rights by adopting a page 

out of Gbagbo’s playbook in attempting to play the land card – a strategy that many politicians have 

recently used to shore up political support in rural constituencies.782 The introduction of a new Code 

Foncier by Bédié was a clear attempt by the embattled president to co-opt the land issue that had 

been at the heart of the FPI’s electoral platform since the late 1980s. The 23 December 1998 Land 

Law (Loi 98-759), which was unanimously voted by a National Assembly almost entirely comprised 

of Bédié’s Parti Démocratique de Côte d’Ivoire (PDCI), essentially excluded ‘foreigners’ from 

owning land. While the main beneficiaries of the new law would be the FPI constituencies in the 

southwest cocoa regions, other autochthonous populations in southern Côte d’Ivoire would also 

benefit from the land windfall. As Boone notes, the electoral appeal of the new law was crystal clear: 

“With the land initiative, Bédié’s PDCI could attempt to expand its electoral appeal far beyond its 
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Baoulé constituency by playing to the interests and grievances of other non-Baoulé southerners who 

stood to receive the benefits from the expropriation of foreigners’ land and from political attacks on 

Muslim traders, brokers, and moneylenders.”783 The introduction of this new legislation, which 

ultimately privileged autochthons’ land rights over migrants, provides a striking example of the 

instrumentalization of the political ideology of autochthony at the meso-level as the new law used the 

powers and privileges of state institutions to intervene in local level dynamics. In other words, this 

national legislative framework directly challenged local institutions and regulations (e.g. the tutorat) 

for governing land tenure, highlighting the powerful ways in which the principle of autochthony 

played out at the intersection of state and local level politics. 

Despite the underlying political motivations behind this law, it nevertheless broke new 

ground. Prior to 1998 there had been no legislation that gave customary land transactions any legal 

weight, while only those transactions that were witnessed by a notary were recognized.784 In most 

basic terms, the purpose of the new land policy was “to identify, recognize and protect rights 

acquired through customary transfers” while excluding foreigners from owning land.785 While in 

many ways the new law clearly took aim at foreign migrants, it ultimately served to politicize the 

issue of internal migration insofar as it privileged autochthons’ customary rights to the land. As 

Chauveau and Colin argue, the law “bolstered the claims put forward by autochthons that they are the 

only legitimate holders of property rights” since the new policy gave “priority to customary rights in 

the process of identifying and certifying land rights prior to their registration.”786 The central 

government’s political intervention in local dynamics is indisputable as the creation of this law 

marked the state’s endorsement of autochthons’ rights to the land. Some scholars have accordingly 
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characterized the land legislation as an ‘adaptation paradigm’ since “instead of sweeping away 

customary tenure with a wholesale individual land titling and ownership programme, the state 

accepts the de facto dominance of customary forms of landholding, and recognises the whole range 

of existing customary rights in land, whether written or unwritten.”787 Thus according to the new 

legislation, the state ultimately endeavours to legalize and formalize land rights through a process of 

both written documentation and mapping, with the stated objective of “greater certainty of legal title 

... based on a more legitimate and locally recognised set of land rights.”788 

Notwithstanding some of the potential benefits of this policy and its putative objective to 

provide greater ‘certainty’ over legal rights to land, the law was especially controversial in the 

Western cocoa regions. By making national citizenship a prerequisite for land ownership as well as 

establishing customary rights as the essential source of land rights, Boone argues that the new land 

policy “has been read by all as establishing a legal foundation for expropriation of non-indigènes’ 

acquired land rights in the forest zone.”789 Since by some estimates between 26 and 45 per cent of the 

farmers in this region are non-nationals, many migrants feared their rights to the land might be 

potentially extinguished.790 Even more problematic, the law also threatened to undermine Ivoirian 

migrants’ rights/claims to the land, as the policy required them to renegotiate their agreement with 

their autochthonous tuteur (‘guardian’). Consequently, Chauveau and Colin caution that it is “quite 

likely that many settlers of Ivorian citizenship will not be acknowledged as the owners of their 
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plantations by their tuteurs.”791 In other words, even Ivoirian migrants risked losing their long-held 

claims to the land as the new law empowered autochthons to revisit the agreements governing 

migrants’ access to the land. 

Instead of reducing insecurity and providing greater clarity around land ownership, the rural 

land law exacerbated the land problem. In retrospect, this should come as no surprise given some of 

the key elements in the legislation and the formidable challenges in implementing the reforms.792 

One of the main problems related to the law stemmed from the tremendous lack of knowledge and/or 

misunderstandings about its potential impact on migrant populations, specifically with respect to the 

distinction between ‘foreigners’ (i.e. non-Ivoirians) and ‘strangers’ (i.e. non-indigenous).793 This is 

not entirely surprising given the complex nature of the law itself. However, much of this 

misunderstanding was far from unintentional. As Chauveau and colleagues argue, “[u]pon its 

promulgation, the law resulted in a partisan mischaracterization and contradictory interpretation of its 

rules which contributed to provoking intercommunal tensions over land tenure.”794 Political 

entrepreneurs manipulated the law as a means to stir up their constituents over the hotly contested 

and widespread disputes surrounding land ownership. No one should have therefore been entirely 

surprised when land conflicts erupted throughout the region in 1999, leading to the expulsion of 

approximately 20,000 Burkinabè farmers and workers at the hands of local gangs and other 

community-level groups.795 
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In sum, this brief overview of the case of the 1998 land law illustrates the powerful ways in 

which autochthony has been used to great effect at the meso-level. By playing upon autochthons’ 

grievances over the land question in the cocoa regions, national politicians were able to push through 

an ideologically-charged legislative framework that was bound to ensure electoral support amongst 

disgruntled local populations. Despite some of the noble features of this otherwise controversial 

piece of legislation, the land law sparked renewed debates over the legitimacy of allochthons’ claims 

to the land, and emboldened autochthons’ sense of privileged political status within these local 

communities. In the words of one senior official from ONUCI: “the law of 1998 legitimized the 

willingness of autochthons to take back lands that they had already sold. Well, at least it was 

interpreted in such a simplistic fashion independently of its actual implementation, as it was seen by 

many autochthons as a permit to recuperate these lands that they’d previously sold.”796 By harnessing 

the powers of the state through the development of national legislation governing land tenure, 

political elites intervened in the complex and contested debate over land rights in the local arena. 

While the political intervention of national authorities in local affairs is clearly not in itself inherently 

problematic, the Ivoirian state triggered fierce debates over belonging in the cocoa regions by 

privileging the principle of autochthony in this new legal framework. As the following section 

illustrates, the above-described interventions at the macro and meso-levels would have deadly 

consequences at the micro-level, as the recurring use of the dangerous discourse of autochthony 

worked to ‘arm’ autochthons in the Western cocoa regions. 

 

Autochthony at the Micro-Level: Arming Autochthons in the Western Cocoa Regions 

The above sections reveal the formidable implications of the political instrumentalization of 

autochthony via the concept of ivoirité, the creation of the electoral code of 1994, and the 

development of the Rural Land Law of 1998. In so doing, these analyses highlight the striking ways 
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in which autochthony was employed at the macro-level and the meso-level as a means of sharpening 

and defining categories of group rights within Ivoirian society. By politicizing the issues of 

citizenship, electoral politics, and land rights, the above measures served to deepen cleavages 

between groups throughout the entire country. Yet notwithstanding the national origins of many of 

these autochthony-inspired initiatives, the previous sections point to the particular ways in which the 

cocoa regions were disproportionately influenced by the exclusionary ideology of autochthony. In 

this final section, I propose to further examine how the principle of autochthony has served to arm 

autochthons at the micro-level, thereby triggering widespread violent conflict in the Ivoirian cocoa 

regions. In a similar vein to the previous sections, I argue that the arming of autochthons with the 

powerful ideology of autochthony was driven by the political machinations of national and local 

elites vying for ever-larger pieces of the political and economic pie. While the use of autochthony 

discourses within the cocoa regions proved an effective tool for political and economic gain, it 

ultimately triggered much of the violence between autochthons and migrants. 

As the introduction to this chapter argues, for exclusionary and anti-immigrant rhetoric to 

resonate amongst local populations, large sections of society must be receptive. This was indeed the 

case in the Ivoirian cocoa regions where the ability of political elites to mobilize supporters through 

the use of autochthony discourses was greatly facilitated by the fractured state of relations between 

autochthons and migrant communities in these regions. In writing about autochthons’ perceptions 

regarding migrant populations during the Ivoirian crisis, Chauveau and Colin provide a long list of 

autochthons’ grievances against allochthons, such as: 

the strangers have become richer and richer, whereas local families are struggling; they 

invest at home the money they earn locally; they show no interest in village affairs; they 

no longer respect their duty of gratitude towards the local community; the Ivorian 

strangers do not vote for the autochthons’ candidates and their numerical importance 

gives them a political advantage.797 
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Given the widespread scale and scope of autochthons’ frustrations, it is no wonder why political 

elites were able to employ the use of autochthony to such great effect at the micro-level. As common 

as such frustrations amongst disgruntled local populations have been throughout Africa, the Ivoirian 

case provides a unique example of the dangerous consequences of national interventions in local 

dynamics. McGovern, for example, notes that “[w]hat sets Côte d’Ivoire apart from its neighbours is 

the way in which national politicians have recuperated these local tensions in their attempts to turn 

the politics of resentment to their electoral advantage, and to encourage the use of violence to accede 

and hold on to power.”798 In the pursuit of political power at the national level, numerous politicians 

therefore harnessed autochthons’ grievances by employing a strategic approach – arming autochthons 

with a political ideology that promised to restore the balance of power in their favour. As Table 8.2 

suggests, the political instrumentalization of autochthony in the cocoa regions thus provided the 

spark for the eruption of the terrible violence pitting autochthons against migrants. 
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Table 8.1 Interview insights on the political instrumentalization of autochthony in the cocoa regions 

 

“Life between the communities was good in the beginning. When politics invaded the area, everything deteriorated. 

Politics destroyed everything!”
799

 

 

 

“It’s especially politics that brought all these disagreements. The population was manipulated by politicians who 

preached hatred.”
800

 

 

 

“The entirety of these conflicts, of the political manipulations and tensions at the national level, all reverberated to 

the local level where they were amplified. If there had only been the land disputes, the country would have remained 

stable. We would have far fewer problems.”
801

 

 

 

“Before 1990, a lot of the problems were resolved within the communities ... these conflicts existed before, but they 

were resolved within a local system where the village chief and the autochthons or allochthons discussed matters 

and came to agreements. But since 1990, politicians exacerbated these problems and said that ‘strangers’ had to 

leave the land ... and the local politicians pushed or encouraged the youth to expropriate allochthons who had legally 

or justly acquired the lands by buying the land with gin or a little bit of money ... so the principle source of the 

conflict was due to the political instrumentalization.”
802

 

 

 

“This is when things were exacerbated, when they came to power, when Gbagbo came to power he put into his 

compatriots’ heads that the Dioulas, the Malinkés, we will chase them away, we will give you their lands. They’re 

Chinese, they’re invaders. So these are the seeds of the conflict, because they are the ones that put these ideas into 

peoples’ heads as otherwise we lived in harmony.”
803

 

 

 

Despite the clear use of the political ideology of autochthony as a weapon of war at the 

micro-level, an important question remains: how, more specifically, did the notion of autochthony 

serve to arm autochthons in the cocoa regions? To answer this question, it is helpful to revisit the 

concept of horizontal inequalities (HI). In introducing the HI framework, Stewart provides an 

important observation in stating that “people themselves can become strongly convinced about the 

essential nature of their identities and that of others – which is why mobilization by identity can 

work. Moreover, while people can choose which identities are important to them, for the more 

enduring aspects of their identity they are not free to choose any identity, as it were ‘off a shelf’.”804 
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Stewart goes on to highlight yet another crucial point in arguing that “[i]t is where there is limited 

freedom to switch group that groups’ boundaries are particularly important in terms of creating 

potential group grievances, and hence in terms of political mobilization.”805 Herein lies the essence of 

the argument: the idea of autochthony provides a powerful weapon in the arsenal of host populations 

(and elite politicians) as it represents an extremely rigid and inflexible identity. Unlike other more 

fluid identity categories such as religion, ethnicity, and citizenship, one cannot ‘switch’ in and out of 

this category. In short, one is either from the soil or not of the soil. Few, if any, categories can 

therefore rival the autochthon/allochthon dichotomy in terms of the limited freedom that it affords 

individuals in their capacity to transcend their identity. To paraphrase Stewart, the limited freedom 

flowing from this distinction makes this identity boundary particularly important in its ability to 

produce group grievances as the autochthony category is particularly amenable to political 

mobilization from outsiders. 

In conclusion, whereas Ranger argued that “far from there being a single ‘tribal’ identity, 

most Africans moved in and out of multiple identities, defining themselves at one moment as subject 

to this chief, at another moment as a member of that cult, at another moment as part of this clan, and 

at yet another moment as an initiate in that professional guild,” the upsurge of autochthony 

throughout Africa represents a worrying trend as it marks a break with a longstanding tradition of 

fluid and dynamic identities.806 Since at its core autochthony implies the rootedness of identity in an 

unbreakable connection with the soil, it represents a static and rigid identity category. The dangerous 

implications flowing from this development are all too apparent in the Ivoirian cocoa regions. As the 

Ivoirian case reveals, by establishing themselves as autochthons, indigenous populations in the cocoa 

regions succeeded in emboldening their claims to the soil and the local community. In so doing, their 

autochthonous ‘status’ served to weaken the moral claims of allochthons, who were unable to break 
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from their fixed identity as aliens to the soil. In sum, the political instrumentalization of autochthony 

at the micro-level therefore helped arm autochthons by providing them with a powerful discourse 

that could be used to legitimize the re-appropriation of ‘their’ lands from the emasculated migrant 

populations. As the following section reveals, the deep significance of the critical distinction between 

‘sons’ and ‘strangers’ to the soil is all the more evident when we consider the absence of the political 

instrumentalization of autochthony in neighbouring Ghana, and its role in preventing the outbreak of 

violent conflict between indigenes and migrants. 

 

ARE THERE NO ‘SONS OF THE SOIL’ IN GHANA? 

In asking if there are any ‘sons of the soil’ in Ghana, the basic objective of this section is to consider 

whether and/or how the concept of autochthony has entered political discourse in Ghana. In essence, 

I examine the ways in which this political ideology has been employed in three separate areas – the 

western cocoa regions, northern Ghana, and at the national level – and the broader implications for 

host-migrant relations. This section ultimately demonstrates that contrary to the above discussion on 

autochthony in Côte d’Ivoire, the autochthony trope has not been instrumentalized by political elites 

in Ghana and has thus failed to trigger violent conflict between host and migrant populations. To be 

sure, Ghana has witnessed what might be referred to as a conflict of autochthony in its northern 

regions. Moreover, as Chapter 6 and the following discussion illustrate, the western cocoa regions 

have also witnessed indigenous-migrant conflicts that share many of the same ingredients as those 

conflicts that swept across the Ivoirian cocoa regions. Yet despite some of the striking parallels 

between northern and western Ghana and the Ivoirian cocoa regions, two noteworthy distinctions 

highlight the critical differences between these cases. 

First, unlike in Côte d’Ivoire, where the use of the terms ‘autochthony’, ‘autochthon’, 

‘allochthon’, and ‘allogène’ have gained widespread currency, such terms have failed to gain any 

traction in Ghana. While many Ghanaians consider themselves to be ‘indigenous’ to a given territory, 
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they do not generally perceive their connection to the soil in such primordial terms. Consequently, 

there is a subtle yet powerful distinction between the moral claims of ‘autochthons’ and ‘indigenes’ 

that cannot simply be viewed as a matter of semantical difference. This, fundamentally, stems from 

the fact that the political expression of autochthony imbues the former with a more powerful 

nativistic ideology. Second, and most important, rather than instrumentalize the cleavages that 

permeate – and often politically divide – local communities, Ghanaian political elites have not 

attempted to use autochthony-inspired language and/or policies in electoral or other fora. As the 

following sections reveal, the deliberate refusal to play upon such potentially explosive and divisive 

concepts has undoubtedly served to prevent localized tensions between indigenes and migrants from 

escalating into national-level political crises. 

 

Autochthony and Land Conflicts in the Cocoa Regions in Western Region 

In highlighting the powerful role of ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes in the migration-

conflict nexus, Chapter 6 provides an intra-case comparison of Ghana’s cocoa regions in both 

Ashanti and Western regions. In a nutshell, this section of Chapter 6 reveals the contrasting nature of 

relations between indigenes and migrants in these regions: widespread peace in the former versus 

sporadic tensions in the latter.807 As the earlier analysis on host-migrant relations in the Western 

Region systematically examines the nature of the disputes pitting hosts against migrants, I do not 

intend to revisit this discussion. Rather, this section aims to build on the narrative of migration-

conflict dynamics in Western Region in order to address the following question: how were these 

disputes ‘contained’ within the local dynamics in the Western Region? In other words, why did the 

indigenous-migrant conflicts in Ghana’s Western Region fail to generate widespread violent conflict 

and escalate into national-level crises? The answer to this question, I argue, lies in reviewing the 
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historical interventions of national political elites in responding to these disputes. Contrary to Côte 

d’Ivoire, political elites at the national level assumed a strikingly different role in mediating local-

level conflicts. Whereas Ivoirian politicians capitalized on the local grievances of autochthons in its 

cocoa regions by employing the rhetoric of autochthony, no such strategies were adopted by Ghana’s 

government leaders. To be sure, the central government has played a leading role in intervening in 

these conflicts. For example, Boone and Duku note that in recent years the central government has 

gone far in backing chiefly authorities’ attempts to weaken ‘outsiders’’ claims to the land. Yet 

despite these interventions, the authors add that the government has acted “to constrain egregious 

abuse.”808 Thus while government efforts to mediate local conflicts in the western cocoa regions 

cannot be described as apolitical, they have by no means attempted to fan the flames of local 

conflicts for political gain. In short, political interventions in Ghana’s western cocoa regions have 

been characterized by the absence of autochthony-like discourses. 

The central government’s seesaw engagement in mediating host-migrant tensions in Ghana’s 

cocoa regions can be traced back as early as the Nkrumah period. As Chapters 5 and 6 reveal, 

Nkrumah’s government went to great lengths to undermine the role of chiefly authority which it 

viewed as a potential threat to the central government.809 In so doing, Nkrumah-era legislation 

strengthened the position of migrants vis-à-vis indigenes in the cocoa regions by weakening the 

abusa system of sharecropping.810 Notwithstanding the impact of these efforts to wrestle power from 

the chieftaincy and intervene in favor of migrants, the 1966 coup that marked the demise of Nkrumah 

led to a shift in government policy regarding host-migrant relations in the cocoa regions. As Boni 

describes, the 1966 coup was “celebrated with jubilation by most of the Sefwi chiefly establishment” 
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as chiefs were ultimately able to regain their customary prerogatives.811 Given the government’s tacit 

support of customary authority, local chieftaincies sought to re-appropriate lands from ‘strangers’ 

throughout the 1970s. As if to further empower chiefly rule over migrant populations, the 1979 

Constitution provided yet another ‘green light’ for chiefly domination over non-indigenes as it 

consolidated communal land tenure systems by entrenching the institution of chieftaincy.812 

By the mid-1980s the political interventions and chiefly exploitation of migrants had 

contributed to worsening relations between hosts and migrants in the western cocoa regions. 

However, despite the growing frustration on the part of migrant populations, the political pendulum 

had importantly swung from the chiefs toward the migrants by this time.813 Given the political 

backing from the central government and confronted with an increasingly discriminatory extractive 

policy, migrants mobilized in the Sefwi region to challenge the chiefly doctrines around land 

ownership and taxation. The ensuing events are succinctly captured in the following quotation by 

Boni: 

immigrant farmers firmly refused to comply with the ordinance. The king ordered 

tenants to submit or stop cultivation altogether. Immigrants disregarded the injunction 

and continued their agricultural activities. Violence ensued as Sefwi chiefs sent villagers 

to dispossess strangers of what the former considered land illegally occupied. Some 

immigrants fled. A settler farmers’ union was established to protect tenants and oppose 

the registration.814 

 

In response to the above conflict, the government intervened in 1986 to mediate between the 

opposing parties and subsequently create the Asare Committee in 1987 to investigate the violent 

conflicts that had broken out in the Sefwi Region.815 Thus unlike in neighboring Cote d’Ivoire, where 

government interventions in local political affairs exacerbated underlying tensions between local 
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communities, this episode demonstrates how Ghana’s central government has played a much more 

neutral role in its efforts to mediate local conflicts. In sum, despite the government’s shifting political 

support between hosts and migrants in the country’s western cocoa regions, it has acted more as a 

mediator to mitigate and resolve conflict than instigate or exacerbate conflicts. 

This cursory overview of governmental interventions in the local politics in the western 

cocoa regions illustrates the markedly different ways in which national politics have affected local 

dynamics in the Ghanaian as compared to the Ivoirian cocoa regions. Whereas political elites have 

turned towards the political ideology of autochthony at the macro, meso, and micro-levels in Côte 

d’Ivoire, the absence of autochthony discourses and political manipulations in Ghana’s western 

cocoa regions has enabled these disputes to either burn themselves out or be peacefully resolved. To 

be sure, indigenous communities have attempted to harness the power of nativist discourses as a 

means to embolden their claims to the land.816 Yet what separates the Ivoirian from the Ghanaian 

cocoa regions is the absence of national political leaders in the latter that attempt to use autochthony 

as a means to shore up political support and deepen local cleavages. Once again, this does not imply 

that the central government in Ghana has opted to refrain from politically intervening in matters 

related to land tenure in its cocoa regions. On the contrary, Boone and Duku remind us that “[i]n 

Western Ghana, government intervention in local politics, rather than lack thereof, is a source of the 

chiefs’ political staying-power. Affirmation of chieftaincy in the Ghanaian constitution (and in the 

ongoing Land Administration Project) are national-level political measures that confirm state 

recognition of neo-customary authority and ethnic rights.”817 And yet despite this conscientious 
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decision to support customary institutions over migrant populations, the fact remains that political 

elites have acted more to quell tensions between communities rather than create such divisions in the 

first place. 

Although the absence of the instrumentalization of local grievances by political elites in 

Ghana’s Western Region cannot entirely explain why these disputes were ‘contained’ within the 

local dynamics of the area, they do provide an important piece of the puzzle. In the final section, I 

propose to further probe the question as to why national elites have opted not to employ autochthony 

discourses at the national level. But before turning to this question, it is worth briefly considering yet 

another context rife with conflicts of autochthony – northern Ghana. In so doing, the following 

section provides yet another example of the absence of political elites at the national level in using 

autochthony discourses and the impact this has on ensuring that localized conflicts do not escalate 

into national crises. 

 

Conflicts of Autochthony in Northern Ghana 

In recent years, much has been made in both media and scholarly circles about Ghana’s political and 

economic renewal. In many ways, the country’s impressive economic growth and democratic gains 

represent a return to its glory days at the beginning of independence in 1957 when Ghana was seen as 

a ‘bright star’ on the African continent. Thus despite its troubled past, the country continues to 

rapidly shed its previous image as a political and economic basket case. By any account Ghana is 

now a bastion of political and economic stability in an otherwise precarious region. Yet while the 

country’s rapid transformation is generally viewed as an exception to the rule of violence and 

instability in conflict-ridden West Africa, Ghana too has been plagued by terrible violence in recent 

decades. While the worst episodes of violence have occurred in the northern parts of the country, the 
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underlying source of this conflict bears close parallels with the above-described dynamics in the 

Western Region and the Ivoirian cocoa regions. As this section reveals, during the 1990s northern 

Ghana was the scene of a brutal conflict of autochthony. However, as with the disputes that swept 

through Ghana’s western cocoa regions, the violence in northern Ghana remained embedded in local 

political dynamics and failed to become a national crisis. In echoing the above arguments on the 

Western Region, I argue that national political elites played a leading role in ‘containing’ the local 

violence within the northern regions. This is largely owing to the fact that the central government 

attempted to resolve these conflicts rather than capitalize on local grievances. In other words, 

political elites have worked to quell tensions between local communities in these regions instead of 

instrumentalizing local cleavages for political purposes through the adoption of the exclusionary and 

divisive language of autochthony. 

Notwithstanding the long history of inter-ethnic tensions in northern Ghana, the level of 

violence reached new heights in 1994 when war broke out between the Konkomba tribe on one side 

and the Nanumba, Dagomba, and Gonja tribes on the other. The violent conflict in 1994 is thus 

perhaps best seen as the deadliest in a series of clashes between rival groups – clashes that have 

periodically flared up in Northern Ghana since 1980.818 Yet while the northern regions had 

historically been plagued by numerous conflicts, the ‘Guinea Fowl War’ – as the conflict came to be 

known – was especially destructive as it affected eight administrative districts, resulted in the 

destruction of over 400 villages and the displacement of 200,000 people. As Jönsson explains, the 

war “was of a proportion and gruesomeness previously un-witnessed in independent Ghana.”819 

According to the government, the conflict resulted in the deaths of over 2000 people, although some 
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accounts put this figure at upwards of 20,000.820 Despite the simplistic depiction of the source of the 

conflict (i.e. reportedly, the result of a dispute over a guinea fowl), the grievances behind this 

outbreak of violence were longstanding.821 However, the 1994 conflict had much more specific 

origins as it was largely caused by the dispute over the Konkomba’s failed efforts to gain paramount 

status for their tribe.822 The impetus behind the Konkomba’s demand for greater political and 

economic rights was ultimately driven by their perception as being victims of historical 

discrimination, much of which related to longstanding disputes over land ownership.823 Interestingly, 

the violence in northern Ghana follows the same settler/stranger dichotomy that has been at the heart 

of many of the migration-related conflicts throughout Africa. This point is echoed by Tsikata and 

Seini who note the following: “Most of the conflicts in Northern Ghana have been between ethnic 

groups that regard themselves as indigenous, and others that historically invaded and established the 

traditional kingdoms of the North.”824 The case of the Konkomba is thus a classic example “of 

disillusionment of the aboriginal/migrant groups with their rulers/landlords.”825 In sum, there is 

strong evidence to suggest that this conflict shares many of the same traits as those conflicts that have 

pitted migrants against indigenous populations throughout Africa (and notably, in Côte d’Ivoire), 

since the violence in northern Ghana is “basically over land ownership and access to land between 

so-called aborigines and their powerful settlers.”826 

While the above discussion underscores the pivotal role of political elites in abstaining from 

fanning the flames in northern Ghana’s conflict of autochthony, this should not be misconstrued as to 

suggest that the central government has been a passive player in the region’s violent conflicts. On the 
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contrary, Ghanaian authorities have intervened on numerous occasions in the region’s affairs through 

the promotion of national-level policies related to land ownership and chiefly rule – two of the 

underlying causes of the 1994 war. For example, in 1978 the central government created the 

Committee on Ownership of Land and Positions of Tenants in Northern and Upper Regions to 

investigate contentious questions related to land ownership. At the outset, the creation of this 

committee was problematic, as the composition of committee members was dramatically skewed in 

favor of the four majority groups in the Northern Region.827 Rather unsurprisingly, the committee’s 

controversial conclusions stated “that the land should be vested in the chiefs of the four chiefly ethnic 

groups on the grounds of conquest, rather than indigeneity or existing freeholds, to the exclusion of 

the remaining 13 groups.”828 As Jönsson notes, “the minorities saw themselves excluded when 

control of the land was placed in the hands of the majority groups, both symbolically and 

practically.”829  The creation of the 1979 Constitution marked yet another political intervention on 

the part of the central government in the regional affairs of Ghana’s northern regions. While some 

elements in the new Constitution were meant “to rationalize land tenure by applying a uniform 

standard throughout the country,” Article 176, for example, essentially “opened a door to expanded 

chiefly influence in the northern regions of Ghana, including many localities with little previous 

history of centralized chiefly rule.”830 In so doing, Berry argues “this act of state divestment 

enhanced the influence of ‘traditional rulers’ across Ghana, raised the stakes in contests over chiefly 

succession, and helped to destabilize local, if not national, politics in both rural and urban areas.”831 

These brief examples highlight key political interventions at the national level in the legal domains of 
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land ownership and chiefly rule and, in turn, the powerful implications for local/regional politics in 

the Northern regions. 

While the central government cannot be absolved from its role in fuelling indigenous-settler 

violence in Ghana’s northern regions, it is by no means responsible for creating these conflicts. In 

fact, rather than invoking autochthony-charged discourses to appeal to local constituents in these 

regions, the government has instead worked to resolve these conflicts through compromise and 

political dialogue. In commenting on more recent interventions by the central government in Ghana’s 

Northern regions, Riehl argues that “[b]y accepting the demands of minorities in the North to have 

legal control over their land and political representation in the Traditional Council, the Ghanaian 

state let the wind out of the ‘sails of violent conflict’ and showed considerable respect for the 

democratic rights and demands of the people.”832 The central government’s ability to quell political 

tensions extends beyond the northern regions to the national level. Notwithstanding the glaring 

developmental divide between Ghana’s northern and southern regions, there has never been any 

violent conflict between these regional blocs. Although many scholars argued in the 1970s that a 

conflict could escalate at any moment, the country has not been plunged into an Ivoirian-like north-

south conflict. While numerous factors help to explain the absence of a such a conflict, one of the 

leading explanations relates to the failure of the development of ‘northernness’ as a basis of political 

cohesion.833 Whereas the Ivoirian case reveals the hidden dangers embedded in the construction of 

regional political identities, Ghana provides us with a different lesson: the failure of national political 

elites to adopt autochthony-like exclusionary discourses goes a long way in preventing the 

development of territorial politics, the rise of regional identities, and the deepening of geographical 

cleavages. Given the absence of such divides, political elites in the north have had little incentive (or 
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opportunity) to mobilize against the south. In the final section, I expand upon this observation to 

consider a critical question for understanding the diverging migration-conflict outcomes across the 

cases under review: namely, why have autochthony discourses failed to materialize at the national-

level in Ghana? 

 

Explaining the Absence of Autochthony Discourses at the National Level 

The comparative analysis between migration and conflict dynamics in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana has 

served to strengthen our theoretical understanding of the relationship between migration and violent 

conflict. While the objective of this analysis has been to explain the outbreak and/or absence of 

migration-related conflict within the countries’ respective cocoa regions, much of the discussion has 

revolved around the role of national-level actors and dynamics in shaping outcomes at the local level. 

In light of the seminal role of Ivoirian political elites in triggering outbreaks of violent conflict within 

the Ivoirian cocoa regions, the research focus on national-level actors is naturally understandable. For 

as this chapter has argued, Ivoirian elites played a determining role in politicizing and fomenting 

conflicts related to migration, most notably through the instrumentalization of the political ideology 

of autochthony at the macro, meso, and micro-levels. Given the critical importance of autochthony 

discourses in the Ivoirian case, we must therefore ask to what extent autochthony discourses have 

been employed at the national-level in Ghana. Despite the country’s infamous anti-immigrant policy 

of 1969, Ghana seems to have avoided the ethno-nationalist and ethnic politics that have plagued 

many countries throughout Sub-Saharan Africa, including Côte d’Ivoire. One of the leading 

explanations for the absence of ethno-nationalist violence is that Ghana’s political elites have not 

attempted to mobilize political supporters and exclude political opponents through the use of 

autochthony-charged discourses or policies. Building on this observation, the final section aims to 

identify those factors that discourage political elites from turning towards autochthony in their 

pursuit of political and economic goals. As I argue in this section, four interrelated factors provide 
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compelling explanations of the absence of autochthony discourses at the national level, namely: (1) 

the role of historical factors; (2) the nature of political/ethnic/national cleavages; (3) the electoral 

dynamics of ‘migration politics’; and (4) the role of legal-constitutional mechanisms. 

 

(1) On the role of historical factors 

The first factor relates to what can be loosely referred to as the role of historical factors. In essence, I 

argue that a number of key historical factors including the legacy of President Kwame Nkrumah’s 

promotion of pan-Africanism, the institutionalization of regional development programmes, and the 

lessons learned from both the Aliens Compliance Order of 1969 and the Nigerian expulsion of 

Ghanaians in 1983 have led to the development of a political culture that is unusually tolerant of 

ethnic diversity and immigrants. Given Ghanaians’ proclivity for inclusionary politics, it is not 

politically expedient for the country’s elites to attempt to mobilize supporters through exclusionary 

anti-immigrant rhetoric. The roots of this tolerance date back to the early years of Ghanaian 

independence when President Nkrumah was a leading advocate of pan-Africanism.834 Despite the 

questionable success of pan-Africanism in post-independent Africa, the legacy of Nkrumah’s leading 

role in this African-wide movement has served to promote an enduring respect for cultural pluralism 

which manifests itself through the celebration of ethnic diversity and hospitality towards migrants. 

As one of the country’s leading political figures noted in our interview, “[i]n the first republic, there 

were very conscious efforts to play down ethnicity in our politics. And so the type of education we 

grew up with, we came to recognize everybody across Ghana as your brother Ghanaian. And we’re 
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even extending it to fellow Africans.”835 Moreover, the central government’s longstanding 

commitment to mitigating the north-south divide through the adoption of regional development 

programmes has also been a recurring practice since Nkrumah first tackled the problem of regional 

inequality. As Langer notes, “[d]espite the limited success of successive strategies of economic 

redistribution over the decades in closing the north-south gap, it is important to emphasize that the 

impact on reducing the political salience of the north-south divide is likely to have been much more 

substantial.” 836 Successive governments at the national level have thus succeeded in preventing the 

rise of ethnoregional political mobilization – mobilization that might have dangerously turned 

towards the use of autochthony as a means of garnering local support. 

Two additional historical factors have worked to discourage political elites at the national 

level from employing autochthony discourses: the passing of the Aliens Compliance Order in 1969 

and the expulsion of up to one million Ghanaians from Nigeria in 1983. As Table 7.2 reminds us, 

Ghanaians have learned from the mistakes of the Busia regime and other African governments that 

have adopted antagonistic policies towards immigrants, and therefore dismiss the possibility of the 

return of a ‘Busia-like’ policy. Consequently, politicians have little to gain from targeting migrants in 

the cocoa regions (or elsewhere) as they are well aware of the political costs involved since such 

moves would not be looked upon favorably by Ghanaian voters. In a similar vein, political elites 

vividly remember the 1983 expulsion of Ghanaians from Nigeria and the tremendous economic blow 

this dealt their country. Ghanaian leaders thus recognize the dangers of playing politics with the issue 

of migration. As the above interviewee noted, “we recognize our own vulnerability, because there is 

no single country anywhere in the world where you cannot find at least one Ghanaian.”837 Given this 

vulnerability, it is easy to understand why autochthony discourses could serve to undermine Ghana’s 
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longstanding efforts towards nation-building. Cognizant of the central role of migration – both from 

and to Ghana – in contributing to the country’s economic and political rebirth, national elites have a 

vested interest in using inclusionary as opposed to exclusionary tactics to shore up political support. 

 

(2) On the nature of political/ethnic/national cleavages 

A second factor relates to the nature of political, ethnic and national cleavages in Ghana. Unlike in 

Côte d’Ivoire, where the political, ethnic and national cleavages are sharply defined along the north-

south axis, no such alignment exists in Ghana. Moreover, whereas the same political, ethnic and 

national cleavages that split the Ivoirian state in half also exist in the Ivoirian cocoa regions, there is 

no such overlap in Ghana’s cocoa regions. This, of course, relates to the absence of any north-south 

political divide in Ghana, and the fact that while many internal migrants hail from the northern parts 

of the country, these regions do not constitute a major political force in national politics. In other 

words, since many of the migrants in the country’s cocoa regions are from a relatively insignificant 

political region, they have not been embroiled in the national disputes between political parties or 

ethnic groups. This, obviously, runs counter to the Ivoirian case where many of the migrants in the 

cocoa regions hailed from the disgruntled and politically influential (and ambitious) northern regions. 

In short, since Ghana’s northern politicians pose little threat to the more powerful southern-

dominated political parties, for what purpose would southern politicians target northern migrants in 

the southwestern cocoa regions? 

Despite the glaring developmental divide between the north and the south, the major political 

and ethnic cleavage in Ghana is between the Ewe and Ashanti: two southern ethnic groups that share 

a similar socioeconomic status. While this tension often manifests itself in national politics, it has had 

little bearing on host-migrant relations in Ghana’s cocoa regions. Of course, many Ewes have 

migrated to the Ashanti and Western Regions to work in the cocoa sector. However, this does not 

seem to have exacerbated the political cleavages between these ethnic groups, since national 
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politicians pay little attention to the issue of host-migrant relations in electoral politics. This arguably 

stems from the fact that despite the existence of these cleavages, in comparative terms Ghana has 

been spared the divisive ethnic politics that have afflicted so many African countries. Even during 

Ghana’s hard economic and political times, ethnicity failed to emerge as a destabilizing national 

cleavage. As McCauley argues, “development strategies that transcended identity group divisions, 

promoted national unity, and stimulated active political participation kept Ghana free of collective 

violence despite political unrest.”838 This should come as no surprise when considering the relative 

absence of ethnicity as a political cleavage. Since independence ethnicity has taken a backseat to 

both class and status as major cleavages along which society has been divided.839 Moreover, this 

pattern was indeed evident during the Rawlings era, “when ideological commitments relegated ethnic 

concerns to a secondary position.”840 In sum, the unique nature of the political, ethnic, and national 

cleavages in Ghana have combined to not make it politically expedient for national politicians to 

mobilize supporters in the country’s cocoa regions through the use of autochthony discourses. 

 

(3) On the electoral dynamics of ‘migration politics’ 

The electoral dynamics of ‘migration politics’ further helps to explain the absence of autochthony 

discourses at the national-level in Ghana. Simply put, the issue of migration is not on the radar of 

Ghana’s politicians during electoral periods. What is more, unlike in Côte d’Ivoire where many 

migrants were systematically targeted and excluded during the country’s elections, Ghana’s 

politicians strive to court migrant voters rather than exclude them from the political arena. To be 

sure, the politics of migration often resurface during elections. Many interviewees agreed that 

migration is sometimes politicized during elections as the National Democratic Congress (NDC) 

continues to re-hash the New Patriotic Party’s (NPP) putative ‘intolerance’ towards immigrants, and 
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more specifically, the Zongo.841 Many NDC politicians that were interviewed argued that the NPP are 

unfriendly towards migrants and Northerners. For example, one local NDC politician from the 

Ashanti region stated that “[i]f you are from Wa, Yendi, Tamale, Salaga, and you’re wearing a 

Muslim outfit, they see you as a foreigner.”842 And yet despite these inflammatory comments, such 

perceptions are clearly not shared by all members of the NDC. In fact, most non-partisan respondents 

and even many senior NDC members acknowledge that this rhetoric is merely used as a political 

strategy to gain the support of the immigrant and Zongo communities. Thus contrary to the Ivoirian 

case where some of the country’s leading politicians targeted migrants, the politicization of migration 

by Ghana’s political parties is used for a much different purpose: to appeal to immigrant voters by 

attempting to portray their party as a defender of immigrant rights. 

In comparing the electoral dynamics of ‘migration politics’ in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, 

Whitaker identifies two critical distinctions for explaining the fundamentally different ways in which 

the issue of migration has been politicized across these countries. The first distinction relates to the 

use of immigration as a ‘wedge issue’. In short, Whitaker argues that unlike in Côte d’Ivoire, the 

issue of immigration could not be used as a powerful wedge issue against the ruling party in Ghana. 

As Whitaker elaborates: 

Perhaps most obviously, as the political system liberalized in the early 1990s, the ruling 

NDC party did not have a history of recruiting foreigners into the country. In fact, under 

Rawlings during the 1980s, Ghana was a country of emigration, not immigration. Thus, 

it would not have gained emerging opposition leaders much traction to focus on 

immigration as they tried to whittle away at the NDC’s dominance.843 

 

Moreover, Whitaker argues that whereas the historically dominant PDCI in Côte d’Ivoire was built 

on a regionally-based coalition with key constituencies that had been deeply marked by immigration, 

                                                           
841

 For a discussion on the Zongo and the politics of migration linked to this group, see Kobo. 
842

 The interviewee is referring here to the NPP’s putative ‘intolerance’ and discrimination against Muslims and 

migrants from the Northern regions. Interview with local NDC politician, Ahafo-Ano South District, Ashanti 

Region, June 29, 2011. 
843

 Whitaker, "The Politics of Exclusion: Elite Competition and Xenophobia in Africa," 18. 



278 

 

the NDC had much different origins and ideological inclinations as it had been based on a founding 

mythology of the 1981 ‘revolution’, and “sold itself as a populist, ethnically- and socially-inclusive, 

national party.” 844 Finally, Whitaker adds that “By the time the number of immigrants started rising 

again in the 1990s, a viable two-party system was emerging in Ghana” which ultimately meant that 

rather than embracing exclusionary rhetoric, “politicians found it more advantageous to try to reach 

out to immigrant voters.”845 This point ultimately speaks to the second distinction – the need to 

embrace immigrants in order to form a winning coalition. Whitaker points to the central importance 

of reaching out to migrants as a means of forging coalitions in the Ghanaian electoral arena. Given 

the development of a two-party electoral system, politicians must now appeal to the migrant vote 

during elections and adopt inclusionary language and policies. Thus, in marked contrast to Côte 

d’Ivoire, pro-immigration rather than anti-immigration groups are “crucial to building a winning 

electoral coalition in Ghana.”846 Unsurprisingly, political elites therefore have little interest in 

adopting autochthony discourses during electoral campaigns as this strategy would only serve to 

alienate the sizeable immigrant vote. 

 

(4) On the role of legal-constitutional mechanisms 

A final factor relates to the role of legal-constitutional mechanisms associated with political parties 

and citizenship laws. In echoing the above discussion on ethnic, political and national cleavages, it is 

important to remember that one of the foremost strengths of Ghana’s political system is the 

predominantly national rather than ethnic character of its parties.847 Since independence, successive 

governments have attempted to prevent political parties from developing along ethnic, religious or 

regional lines. Nkrumah’s government, for example, introduced the Avoidance of Discrimination Act 

                                                           
844

 Ibid. 
845

 Ibid. 
846

 Ibid., 20. 
847

 Jönsson. 



279 

 

in December 1957 to prevent such developments. Although this Act was strongly opposed at the 

time, successive governments have followed suit, as demonstrated by the provisions aimed at curbing 

ethnic politics and promoting the formation of national political parties in the 1969, 1979, and 1992 

Constitutions and the 2000 Political Parties Act.848 Once again, this stands in marked contrast to the 

Ivoirian case where political parties have become deeply divided along ethnic lines. While there may 

be a number of factors that have contributed to the national rather than ethnic character of Ghana’s 

political parties, these legal-constitutional mechanisms have provided concrete measures designed to 

prevent the ethnicization of national politics and, in turn, the temptation to mobilize supporters on 

identity as opposed to ideological grounds. 

In so doing, these mechanisms have undoubtedly contributed to the development of a much 

more inclusionary and progressive citizenship regime than is found in most African countries.849 The 

country’s more expansive and less politicized view of citizenship has had a lasting legacy on host-

migrant relations in Ghana. For as Manby argues in her recent book: “the denial of a right to 

citizenship has been at the heart of many of the conflicts of post-colonial Africa.”850 Thus whereas 

many political elites throughout Africa have instrumentalized the issue of citizenship to divide 

populations and exclude political opponents, this has not been the case in Ghana. Interestingly, 

“despite the resilience of the alien stigma associated with the descendants of the migrant population” 

Ghana’s 1992 Constitution has “made it difficult for popular resentment against the people of foreign 

ancestry to escalate into a national crisis.”851 As Nordås points out, the Constitution “requires the 

state to actively promote national integration by prohibiting discrimination and prejudice on the 

grounds of such factors as place of birth, origin, ethnicity, and religion.”852  This indeed highlights 
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the role of legal-constitutional mechanisms in fostering a more inclusive view of citizenship. 

Contrary to the Ivoirian case where citizenship disputes helped trigger the outbreak of civil war, 

Ghana’s Constitution has therefore served to promote tolerance of immigrants and protect immigrant 

populations.853 This has in turn further discouraged political elites from adopting anti-immigrant 

discourses and launching divisive debates over citizenship. As the following quotes reveal, this has 

resulted in the markedly different politicization of citizenship in Côte d’Ivoire versus Ghana. In a 

context where ‘nobody cares’ about your citizenship, it should come as no surprise that political 

elites bypass the political ideology of autochthony in favor of a more inclusionary and expansive 

nation-building project. 
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Table 8.2 Interviewee insights on the politicization of citizenship in Côte d’Ivoire versus Ghana 

 

“You see, the citizenship in Ghana, it has never been an issue ... You know there are a lot of Togolese who have 

been for years working. Nobody cares. But citizenship is a big political issue in Côte d’Ivoire. For me that is the 

bottom line. I mean all the problems of Alassane Ouattara was trying to say that he was not an Ivoirian. In this 

country, nobody cares. That’s why Nigerians are here, the other people are here. Where you come from is not an 

issue in Ghana. We don’t have ID cards system, we don’t have anything. Once you are here, you are here, unless of 

course you get far of the law or something like that ... In this country citizenship has never been an issue. Jerry John 

Rawlings who was President for 19 years, I mean most people know that neither of his parents is a Ghanaian. You 

know his father is Scottish; but we don’t know where his mother comes from. You understand what I’m saying, 

because he claims his mother is from the Volta region, but nobody knows his cousins or uncles, or anything like 

that. But the truth of the matter is that his mother is Togolese, but that means nothing to people here.”
854

 

 

 

“The Ivoirian situation is different from what has happened in Ghana. Look, since the time France colonized Ivory 

Coast, they have come along with their identification system.  From childbirth, whosoever enters the country, so 

those who came from, who migrated from Ghana, who migrated from Burkina Faso and all those places continued 

to be seen as second citizens. There has been no sense of assimilation, no sense of integration. So those people, they 

know that those people belong to this group, and so there is a sense of unity, but they knew those who were 

indigenes, and those who are foreigners. So at any point in time there is a clear distinction between a foreigner and 

an indigene. In Ghana, this system has been lacking. Until recently, there’s no identification, we all live in the 

country, and people are identified or known as foreigners by the way they speak, the way they dress. But the sense 

of integration in Ghana, in terms of documentation, is far advanced than that in Côte d’Ivoire. That is why it was 

easy during the crisis to target foreigners and attack them ... If the crisis had been in Ghana, it would have been a 

different ballgame altogether. The clear distinction between these two people would have been very difficult.”
855

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

The recent upsurge in autochthony discourses in Africa provides key insights for understanding the 

relationship between migration and violent conflict. As alluded to in Chapter 3, these discourses have 

resulted in increasingly hostile relations between migrants (i.e. ‘allochthons’, allogènes’, ‘settlers’, 

‘strangers’, ‘guests’) and non-migrant populations (i.e. ‘autochthons’, ‘indigenes’, ‘natives’, ‘locals’, 

‘hosts’, ‘sons of the soil’) in multiple and diverse settings across the continent.856 Notwithstanding 

the explosion of conflicts of autochthony throughout Africa, Côte d’Ivoire represents a particularly 
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striking example of the powerful ways in which the dangerous discourse of autochthony can mobilize 

supporters and divide communities. In examining the use of autochthony in the Ivoirian case, this 

chapter has systematically examined the destructive nature of this ideology when it is applied at the 

macro, meso, and micro-levels. As the Ivorian case reveals, the appropriation of autochthony as an 

ideology and the status of autochthon as a political identity has indeed been a central feature of the 

decade-long conflict. Yet the focus on Côte d’Ivoire provides yet another critical insight: while 

autochthony is a powerful concept that can be used to great effect it does not emerge on its own. In 

other words, for autochthony to give rise to widespread violent conflict, political entrepreneurs must 

employ autochthony discourses as a strategic device for mobilizing individuals and groups. 

Furthermore, this chapter has also detailed the fundamentally different ways in which autochthony 

has been used by Ghana’s political elites. To be sure, Ghana has also witnessed a brutal conflict of 

autochthony. However, in marked contrast to the Ivoirian case, autochthony has failed to emerge as a 

political ideology at the national level in Ghanaian politics. In writing about the war of 1994 in 

northern Ghana, Riehl carefully illustrates this point: “The Ghanaian crisis was sparked off without 

direct, active state involvement in fuelling the war. Conflicts over land, political influence, and land 

tenure were left on the local agenda and not operationalised and used for national power 

struggles.”857 In short, the central government has ultimately worked more to resolve rather than 

trigger conflicts of autochthony. 

In conclusion, this chapter provides key empirical insights for theorizing the final element in 

the migration-conflict nexus: namely, the critical role of autochthony discourses in triggering 

outbreaks of violent conflict between host and migrant populations. To reiterate, the theoretical claim 

is not that autochthony is a ‘cause’ of migration-related conflicts. Instead, the underlying argument is 

that the use of the autochthony trope is a powerful weapon in the arsenal of political elites who use 

the rhetoric of autochthony for instrumental purposes. And yet, as the chapter has repeatedly 
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emphasized, the ability of political entrepreneurs to successfully mobilize supporters through the use 

of autochthony hinges on a number of contextual factors. In short, for autochthony discourses to 

work, local populations must be receptive to the message. In other words, the local conditions must 

be ripe if autochthons are to be persuaded by their political leaders. While this chapter has outlined 

which factors serve to explain the salience and/or absence of autochthony discourses, it is worth 

reconsidering the key findings from Chapters 6 and 7. As these chapters reveal, the diverging 

experiences with respect to ‘state-society’ relations, land tenure regimes, exogenous shocks, and state 

capacity go a long way in explaining which conditions create fertile conditions for, and fuel, 

migration-related conflict. For as I have argued throughout this chapter, the use of autochthony is but 

a trigger of migration-related conflict. Consequently, if we are to fully understand the relationship 

between migration and violent conflict we must integrate all of the above variables into a theoretical 

framework. In the concluding chapter, I thus propose to briefly revisit the central arguments in this 

dissertation in order to bring together the core theoretical claims. In so doing, I aim to underscore the 

main theoretical contributions – and limitations – of this model of the migration-conflict nexus. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 

 

The recent explosion of literature on migration and security in International Relations (IR) is a 

testament to the growing recognition of population movements as a matter of high politics. While IR 

had traditionally examined migration insofar as population flows constituted an important by-product 

of violent conflict, in recent years many scholars in the field of international security have adopted a 

much more expansive approach to the study of political demography.858 Consequently, the scholarly 

literature has come to recognize migration as a potential source of conflict rather than simply a mere 

consequence, as the new research agenda now considers population movements as an 

independent/explanatory variable in contributing to the outbreak of violent conflict, as outlined 

below.859 This conceptual broadening of the migration-conflict nexus has in turn led to the 

emergence of a body of literature that explores a multitude of migration-related security concerns. 

Though far from exhaustive, Chapter 2 provides a lengthy discussion of some of the central 

themes/topics that have taken root in recent years, such as: (1) the complex relationship between 

migration and ‘security’; (2) the link between immigration and border control; (3) the ties between 

population movements and global terrorism; (4) the issue of refugees and asylum seekers; (5) the role 

of migration in the environment-conflict nexus; and (6) the activities of diasporas in global politics. 

To be sure, this long list of migration-related security concerns illustrates the renewed 

interest in migration dynamics in the field of IR. While the adoption of a more encompassing 

approach to international security is indeed to be celebrated, this dissertation argues that the 
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emerging research agenda has remained narrow in scope as it has tended to focus on (1) international 

migration; (2) national security; (3) involuntary migration; and (4) developed countries. Once again, 

this critique should not be misconstrued as to suggest that the field of IR continues to ignore 

population movements. On the contrary, Chapter 2 systematically outlines the numerous theoretical 

and empirical advances in the study of migration in IR. Yet this discussion nonetheless reveals the 

limited ways in which migration has recently been analyzed. By privileging the abovementioned 

dimensions of the migration-conflict nexus (i.e. international migration, national security, 

involuntary migration, and developed countries), one of the central arguments in the dissertation is 

that most scholars have overlooked critically important migration-related dynamics such as: (1) 

internal migration; (2) internal security; (3) voluntary migration; and (4) population movements in 

the Global South. Given the narrow research agenda that has dominated the field, our theoretical 

knowledge of the relationship between migration and conflict remains under-developed. Recognizing 

the prevailing knowledge gaps with respect to migration in IR, the core objective of the dissertation 

has thus been to create a model for explaining how alternative forms of migration can be a source of 

violent conflict. In other words, the central motivation behind this project has been to develop a 

framework for understanding under what conditions migration is likely to contribute to producing 

violent outcomes between communities at both the national and local levels. As the following section 

illustrates, this investigation has provided key findings that explain both when and why migration 

leads to outbreaks of violent conflict in certain contexts but not others. In so doing, it also highlights 

which intervening variables serve to explain how similar migration dynamics can produce such 

fundamentally different migration-conflict outcomes. 

 

THEORETICAL CONCLUSIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

In examining exclusionary politics and xenophobia in Africa, Whitaker sums up the attitudinal shift 

regarding mobility dynamics throughout the continent by stating as follows: “On a continent with a 
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long history of migration, hospitality seems to have given way to hostility.”860 This transformational 

change, as outlined in Chapter 3, reveals the deeply divisive and conflictual nature of the politics 

around migration in contemporary Africa. Given the growing number of migration-related conflicts 

throughout the region (e.g. conflicts of autochthony, land conflicts, climate change-induced 

conflicts), along with the fact that the continent is rife with internal conflicts, internal migration, and 

voluntary migration, I argue that the African continent provides an excellent point of departure for 

rethinking the migration-conflict nexus. In theorizing the relationship between migration and violent 

conflict, the dissertation has consequently examined empirical cases from the African continent in 

order to conduct a comparative analysis of diverging migration-conflict outcomes. This has in turn 

resulted in the development of a framework for understanding when and why migration can serve to 

produce outbreaks of violent conflict in certain cases but not in others. In terms of the regional focus, 

the dissertation analyzed the unique migration-conflict linkages both across and within the cocoa 

regions of Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. In so doing, this analysis has generated a number of theoretical 

conclusions that help to explain how migration and conflict are causally interrelated. As Chapters 6, 

7, and 8 demonstrate, these findings point to the critical role of a number of crucial intervening 

variables linking migration with violent conflict, including: differences in ‘state-society’ relations 

and diverging land tenure regimes; variations in state capacity and exogenous shocks; and contrasting 

experiences with autochthony discourses.  

Notwithstanding the empirical focus on the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cocoa regions, the model 

developed herein provides a compelling framework for explaining the relationship between migration 

and conflict in additional cases. For example, the recent publication of Bøås and Dunn’s book on 

conflicts of autochthony in Africa echoes the arguments developed in the dissertation.861 Along with 

the Ivoirian case, the authors examine the ‘Mandingo question’ in Lofa County in northern Liberia, 
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‘majimboism’ (i.e. decentralization) and electoral violence in Rift Valley Province in Kenya, and 

uncertainty and conflict in Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). To be sure, there are 

indeed notable distinctions and differences across these cases. However, a careful read of the 

underlying dynamics that have given rise to outbreaks of conflicts of autochthony in Liberia, Kenya 

and DRC points to the critical role of migration processes (both historically and more 

contemporarily) in creating tensions and violence between host and migrant populations. What is 

more, these cases reveal the extent to which ‘state-society’ relations have fuelled local animosities 

toward migrants as central governments have consistently instrumentalized the politics around land 

tenure and citizenship rights. These cases also illustrate how democratization processes and 

economic crises have heightened the stakes of belonging and given rise to widespread land conflicts. 

In line with the findings in the dissertation, these conditions have made the use of autochthony 

discourses an expedient strategy for both political elites and host populations against migrants. In 

short, these examples serve to reinforce the validity and generalizability of the model of the 

migration-conflict nexus developed in the dissertation. Fundamentally, these cases also highlight the 

main contribution of this research: namely, that the empirical findings and model of the relationship 

between migration and conflict provides researchers with a basic framework for testing migration-

conflict linkages across multiple cases – both within Africa and beyond.    

In the remaining section on the theoretical conclusions and contributions, I propose to briefly 

summarize the central elements in this framework as they represent the key intervening variables in 

the model as illustrated in Figure 9.1. This summary serves not only to explain the different 

migration-conflict trajectories across the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cocoa regions, but also provides a 

more coherent overview of the causal mechanisms linking migration processes with violent outcomes 

developed in this model. 
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Figure 9.1 Detailed model of the migration-conflict nexus 
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On ‘State-Society’ Relations and Land Tenure Regimes 

The first element in the theoretical model of the relationship between migration and violent conflict 

relates to the differences across (and within) cases regarding ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure 

regimes. In examining the variation in ‘state-society’ relations in the cocoa regions in Côte d’Ivoire 

and Ghana, one of the central arguments in this dissertation is that fundamental differences in ‘state-

society’ relations have led to the development of markedly different land tenure regimes both across 

– but also within – these countries. As outlined in Chapter 6, when a strong state confronts a weak 

society, this can lead to a state-imposed strategy of economic development characterized by a ‘free-

for-all’ model of land tenure. Under this laissez-faire system of land tenure, migrant populations tend 

to reap greater benefits vis-à-vis autochthons/indigenes since migrants’ claims over rights to the land 

are backed by the central state in order to facilitate the expansion of the agricultural sector. By 

strengthening migrants’ rights to the land, this system serves to unsettle traditional notions of land 

tenure that otherwise tend to shape land sharing practices within local communities. Although the 

resulting tensions need not create violent conflict between autochthons and migrants, the 

development of this form of land tenure ultimately creates the conditions for migration-producing 

conflict. In a nutshell, these developments provide fertile conditions for setting the stage for 

migration-conflict outcomes. On the other hand, in instances where the state squares off against a 

more organized and hierarchical society at the local level, this has produced radically different 

outcomes. Under these conditions, questions surrounding rights and ownership of the land have been 

highly regulated and controlled by local traditional authorities (e.g. paramount and local chiefs), 

which has in turn limited the ability of migrant populations to affirm themselves as rightful owners of 

the land. Consequently, local indigenous populations retain the ‘balance of power’ vis-à-vis migrants 

in these contexts since land rights are much less ambiguous and therefore rarely contested. To be 

sure, land disputes are also common in these situations; however, the critical distinction here is that 
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these disputes do not necessarily pit indigenes against migrants. In short, migrants are much more 

integrated into those communities where traditional notions of land tenure remain stable. 

While the above conditions do not in and of themselves directly cause or prevent migration-

producing conflict, they nevertheless illustrate the initial factors that may serve to heighten the 

possibility of migration contributing to violent outcomes. By comparing and contrasting ‘state-

society’ relations and land tenure regimes in the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cases, the dissertation 

highlighted the central importance of those factors that in turn dramatically shaped host-migrant 

relations in a multitude of ways, such as: (1) the extent of migrant integration within host 

communities; (2) the degree of indigenes’ control over land; (3) the nature of the agreement over the 

terms of the transfer/sale of land; (4) the balance of power between hosts and migrants; and (5) the 

strength of local traditional authorities (i.e. chieftaincies). Although these findings may be somewhat 

unique to the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cocoa regions, they nevertheless represent key insights for more 

broadly theorizing the relationship between migration and conflict. 

 

On Exogenous Shocks and State Capacity 

The second element in the theoretical model of the relationship between migration and violent 

conflict relates to the critical role of exogenous shocks and state capacity. In examining the markedly 

different ways in which exogenous shocks and state capacity affected the cocoa regions (and the 

central governments) in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, the dissertation illustrates the formidable impact 

that such variation can have in shaping different migration-conflict outcomes. As Chapter 7 

demonstrates, the simultaneous occurrence of an economic crisis and the introduction of multi-party 

elections provided exogenous shocks that overwhelmed the state’s (and local communities’) ability 

to manage the precarious relations between autochthons and migrants in the Ivoirian cocoa regions. 

In short, the coalescing of economic and political forces created a perfect storm in which underlying 

tensions between host and migrant populations boiled over during a period of economic and political 
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uncertainty. Meanwhile, when exogenous shocks (i.e. political and economic) fail to occur 

simultaneously, both the state and local communities are generally able to weather the storm as host-

migrant relations fail to become a focal point of political discourse – as in the case of Ghana. In the 

latter context, political entrepreneurs are unable (or unwilling) to instrumentalize pre-existing 

cleavages between local and migrant groups that could otherwise contribute to widespread outbreaks 

of violent conflict. In sum, whereas differences in ‘state-society’ relations and land tenure regimes 

can help to create the conditions for migration-producing conflict, the theoretical claim is that 

exogenous shocks can serve to undermine the state’s capacity to manage host-migrant relations 

within communities. In essence, then, such shocks are best understood as ‘fuelling’ migration-

conflict dynamics where the conditions for outbreaks of violent conflict are already ripe. 

Once again, the theoretical argument here is not that economic and political crises act 

independently to cause migration-conflict outcomes. Rather, this additional dimension of the 

migration-conflict nexus builds on the above conclusions to reveal which factors fundamentally 

exacerbate already precarious host-migrant relations. Thus while extreme economic uncertainty and 

political crises may be necessary conditions for heightening the possibility of host-migrant conflict, 

these factors are by no means sufficient. Though these theoretical conclusions may provide limited 

generalizability beyond the scope of the cases under review, they nevertheless bolster the existing 

theoretical claims around the dangerous impact of economic insecurity/crises and democratization 

processes as negatively influencing host-migrant relations. In so doing, they underscore the complex 

economic and political processes that can act simultaneously to increase the likelihood of migration 

becoming a source of conflict. 

 

On the Role of Autochthony Discourses 

The final element in the theoretical model of the relationship between migration and violent conflict 

relates to the central role of the use of autochthony discourses. In attempting to determine who/what 
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is fundamentally responsible for triggering the outbreak of large-scale migration-related conflicts, 

the dissertation narrows in on the concept of autochthony – the idea that one is born from the soil 

itself. By examining the divisive discourses around autochthony, Chapters 3 and 8 demonstrate how 

this powerful ideology has served as a master cleavage and destabilizing source of violent conflict 

throughout Africa; nowhere more so than in Côte d’Ivoire. Yet as with the previous elements in this 

theoretical model, the argument here is not that the political ideology of autochthony independently 

or directly causes violent conflict between host and migrant populations. Instead, the theoretical 

conclusion that emerges from the dissertation is that it is the political instrumentalization of this 

exclusionary and divisive trope that is at the heart of much migration-related violence. In other 

words, I argue that the final element in the migration-conflict nexus is the manipulation and 

instrumentalization by political elites (e.g. national politicians, regional government leaders, local 

mayors, traditional authorities) of autochthony at the macro, meso and micro-levels. When these 

elites succeed in employing autochthony discourses for political and economic gain, this 

exclusionary principle has acted as an explosive trigger for the outbreak of violent conflict within 

local communities (and at the national level of politics). 

While the adoption of the autochthony trope can indeed be a powerful weapon in the arsenal 

of political elites who use the rhetoric of autochthony for instrumental purposes, the 

instrumentalization of this discourse does not of course occur in a context that is void of historical, 

socio-economic and socio-political contingencies. In theorizing the role of autochthony discourses in 

the migration-conflict nexus, the dissertation thus concludes that in order for political entrepreneurs 

to successfully mobilize supporters through the use of autochthony, there must be fertile conditions 

on the ground that render the use of autochthony a strategic and effective political device. As I argue 

in Chapter 8, for autochthony discourses to work, local (and national) populations must be receptive 

to the message. In other words, local conditions must be ripe if local autochthons are to be persuaded 

by political leaders at the national and local levels. Despite the wide range of factors that might help 
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to explain which conditions render the use of autochthony discourses effective, the most compelling 

variables undoubtedly relate to the above-described accounts of the role of ‘state-society’ relations, 

land tenure regimes, exogenous shocks and state capacity in both creating and fuelling the conditions 

for migration-producing conflicts. In essence, then, the aforementioned variables fundamentally 

serve to explain under which conditions political entrepreneurs will be able to successfully adopt the 

language of autochthony, in turn triggering migration-related conflicts. 

 

Overall Contributions 

As alluded to in Chapter 1, I argue that the research findings in this dissertation have provided a 

number of modest contributions to a wide range of issue areas. First and foremost, by developing a 

theoretical model for explaining under what conditions alternative forms of migration can be a source 

of violent conflict, the dissertation adds a new theoretical contribution to the growing body of 

literature on migration in IR. While the field of IR has adopted a much more inclusionary and 

expansive approach to the study of international security and population movements, this dissertation 

generates new and important findings by focusing on hitherto ignored dimensions of the migration-

conflict nexus. Second, by selecting the African continent as an empirical region for developing the 

theoretical model of the relationship between migration and conflict, the dissertation strives to bring 

Africa ‘in from the margins’ as many scholars have lamented the marginalization of the African 

continent in the study of IR.862 Despite the recurring critique throughout this dissertation that IR has 

failed to recognize the multiplicity of migration-related dimensions that are much more salient in 

places such as Sub-Saharan Africa, this should by no means lead one to believe that migration-

conflict dynamics represent yet another case of ‘African exceptionalism’. Rather, as recent research 

has shown, the African continent has in fact witnessed fewer ‘sons of the soil’ conflicts than some 
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other regions.863 In short, the model developed herein may indeed be applicable for 

explaining/understanding ongoing migration-conflict dynamics in a wide range of the world’s 

regions.864 Third, the dissertation indirectly contributes to ongoing debates about the relationship 

between natural resources and conflict. As explained in the introductory chapter, while much 

research points to the central roles of such resources as diamonds and oil, there is little work on the 

potential role of agricultural resources in contributing to and/or fuelling violent conflict. By focusing 

on the cocoa sector and the politics around land tenure, the theoretical conclusions provide detailed 

analyses on the complex ways in which land as a natural resource is deeply embedded and causally 

interconnected with conflict processes. Finally, as there is little systematic research that explores the 

relationship between migration and conflicts of autochthony, this dissertation generates theoretical 

insights by tracing the shifting relationship between migration, state-building processes, and the 

critical role of autochthony discourses as a trigger for violent conflict. In so doing, I argue that the 

dissertation serves to strengthen the burgeoning field of autochthony studies by shedding light on the 

mechanisms which help to explain (1) under what conditions political actors may successfully 

employ autochthony discourses; and (2) under what circumstances these discourses may be adopted 

by those ‘on the ground’. 

 

THEORETICAL LIMITATIONS 

While the above-described variables undoubtedly help to explain the strikingly different migration-

conflict outcomes across the cases under review, thus providing important building blocks for 

theorizing the causal pathways linking migration flows with violent conflict, the generalizability of 
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the theoretical model must be interrogated. In other words, despite the bold claims made throughout 

the dissertation regarding the putative relationship between migration flows and violent outcomes, 

there are indeed a number of important limitations related to this theoretical model. Given the 

tremendous complexity of migration processes and the diversity of contexts in which migration 

occurs, it is highly unlikely that any generalizable theory might explain the causal processes linking 

migration and conflict. In short, while the intervening variables described in Chapters 6 through 8 

may serve to account for the diverging outcomes across the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cocoa regions, 

there are clearly a multitude of other factors at play that more broadly link migration and conflict 

dynamics. Indeed, I have been careful to note throughout the dissertation that we must not exaggerate 

the causal role of migration in contributing to outbreaks of violent conflict as migration alone does 

not cause conflict. Rather, migration can act with a series of diverse intervening variables in a 

multiplicity of ways to increase the likelihood of violent conflict. Thus while the dissertation has 

aimed to bridge empirical observations with existing theoretical knowledge in order to begin to 

develop better frameworks for understanding the relationship between migration and conflict, it is 

important to recognize the theoretical limits to this model of the migration-conflict nexus. 

One of the obvious factors that limits the generalizability of this model relates to the small 

number of observable implications that flow from the use of a small-N research design.865 By 

adopting a comparative methodology that attempts to closely examine the intricacies and unique 

properties both between but also within the cases under review, the dissertation privileges the in-

depth analysis of ‘the trees’ over a broader investigation of ‘the forest’ – an approach that is 

commonly favored in large-N research studies. Thus while the use of qualitative methods has 

generated powerful insights and nuanced findings for explaining the dramatically different outcomes 

across the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cocoa regions, the absence of a more quantitative approach 
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arguably limits the generalizability of the theoretical claims put forward in this model. Moreover, 

while this project has emerged in response to the marginalization of the under-examined dimensions 

of the migration-conflict nexus (i.e. internal migration, internal security, voluntary migration, and 

population movements in developed countries), by focusing on these neglected elements such a 

research approach further limits the generalizability of the theoretical framework. Consequently, 

future research ought to integrate more diverse dimensions of the migration-conflict nexus in order to 

integrate alternative forms of migration (e.g. circular, cross-border, internal, international, 

involuntary, and voluntary) from both the developing and developed world in the same research 

design. While this is indeed a tall order, such an approach may enable scholars to develop less 

context-specific frameworks for understanding how migration processes and violent conflicts are 

causally interrelated. 

Finally, the comparative analysis of the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cocoa regions highlights the 

seminal importance of explosive questions surrounding land access and land rights as a critical factor 

in shaping migration-conflict outcomes. While the political dynamics around property rights 

represent a central element in the theoretical model developed in this dissertation, there is much 

evidence to suggest that the land question plays a much less prominent role with respect to other 

forms of migration. For example, whereas the contested nature of land agreements in the respective 

countries’ cocoa regions can create the conditions for migration-producing conflict, in those contexts 

where rural to urban migration or labour migration to extractive resource sectors such as the mining 

industry are predominant, the land question is unlikely to emerge as a hot button issue pitting host 

populations against migrants. To be sure, these forms of migration may become a source of conflict 

owing to the perception that migrants ‘steal’ locals’ jobs or contribute to the rise of new social ills 

(e.g. diseases, drug trafficking, environmental degradation, and prostitution). However, the politics 

around land rights are unlikely to manifest themselves in such explosive ways since migrants do not 

generally make the kinds of claims to the land in urban environments or in the extractive industries in 
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which migrants are viewed (and view themselves) as temporary labourers. These forms of migration 

can be contrasted with migration into an agricultural sector such as the cocoa industry, where migrant 

populations engage in the development of a perennial crop which requires a great deal of capital and 

a long-term investment that may last several decades. The decisive role of the type of crop itself in 

increasing the likelihood for conflict was carefully illustrated by an interviewee in Côte d’Ivoire who 

stated as follows:  

And when you have culture pérenne, whatever you call that, a perennial crop, which 

lends itself to a long period of time and an investment process, that makes it more 

complex. I would imagine if the Burkinabè were coming here to grow rice for four 

months, and there’s this turnover, you wouldn’t have such a pressure.... But because 

you’re talking cash crop that takes years, you have people investing, and this gives the 

lenders a certain amount of power because they can just keep raising the rent, because 

they know those people need that land for 10 years.866  

 

In short, the theoretical conclusions in this model may not be entirely generalizable beyond those 

contexts where migrants enter into long-term agreements with host communities in which the 

negotiation of land access/rights serves to integrate migrants – economically and socially – into the 

local community. Yet notwithstanding the clear limitation this poses to the theoretical claims in this 

framework, the fact remains that millions of migrants in Africa (and elsewhere) continue to migrate 

into rural zones to engage in agricultural activities; more often than not with the express purpose of 

negotiating property rights agreements that will enable migrant populations to secure their 

livelihoods. In other words, these enduring migration patterns highlight the recurring possibility for 

migration to become a source of local conflict and a likely candidate for heated political debates in 

both national and local political arenas throughout Africa and other regions. 

 

FUTURE AREAS FOR RESEARCH 

In attempting to rethink the migration-conflict nexus, this project has inevitably raised several 

questions for future analysis. Consequently, I conclude the dissertation with a series of 
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recommendations for future areas for research that might serve to further strengthen our 

understanding of the relationship between migration and conflict. In so doing, I will briefly address 

three broad ‘issue areas’ that represent fundamental areas for future research into the relationship 

between migration and violent conflict. These research fields relate to: the study of migration; 

autochthony and the politics of citizenship; and the issue of land tenure reform. 

 

On Migration 

While it is indeed important that we rethink the migration-conflict nexus, the dissertation 

demonstrates that there is much more thinking about this relationship that needs to be done. As I have 

carefully shown through the comparative analysis of the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cases, while 

migration can contribute to producing violent outbreaks of conflict, migration itself is influenced and 

shaped by other processes. Thus while we must consider alternative forms of migration when 

examining the multitude of migration-related conflict/security dynamics, scholars and policymakers 

alike need to continue to explore which factors serve to drive/shape migration processes, whether 

they be related to environmental, market, state or other forces. While there is of course a massive 

body of literature on the causes of migration, the ever-changing nature of the global economy and 

geopolitical order clearly highlight the need to explore how migration processes continue to evolve in 

the twenty-first century. This is indeed an important area for contemporary research since greater 

understanding of the causes of migration will undoubtedly provide us with improved knowledge of 

the potential consequences of migration, one of which – violent conflict – remains seriously under-

explored and under-theorized. As already alluded to above, future research on migration and conflict 

ought to strive to integrate a multiplicity of forms of migration from a wide range of contexts within 

the same research agenda. Despite the obvious challenges associated with this approach, such a 

research design could provide theoretically sophisticated and groundbreaking findings regarding the 

complex linkages between migration processes and conflict dynamics. 
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On Autochthony and the Politics of Citizenship 

The second area of research relates to the politics of belonging, most notably around the themes of 

autochthony and the politics of citizenship. Given the dramatic upsurge of autochthony discourses 

and ‘sons of the soil’ conflicts in the African continent and beyond, there is great need for a sustained 

research agenda on the dynamics surrounding these troubling trends. As regards the issue of 

autochthony, one of the surprising elements and most salient features of these discourses relates to 

the basic tension between the global and the local. In Geschiere’s words, autochthony “celebrates the 

primacy of being rooted as something self-evident, but it does so to enable participation in a world 

shaped by migration.”867 In other words, while these discourses appear to imply a return to the ‘local’ 

and a celebration of origins, they are instead a reflection of the determined struggle to access the 

‘global.’868 Consequently, we must continue to theorize about the interconnections between the local 

and the global, exploring how endogenous and exogenous forces help trigger or suppress 

autochthony discourses, and alternatively, how these discourses transform conceptions of belonging 

at both local and global levels.869 This, in essence, requires that we examine autochthony in its 

ambiguous relationship with transnational migration, as conflicts of autochthony are often as much 

associated with internal migration as they are with more complex forms of migration.870 On a related 

note, the dissertation has also illustrated the formidable role of the politics of citizenship in theorizing 

the relationship between migration and conflict. Once again, as Manby’s comprehensive work on 

citizenship in Africa reveals, “the denial of a right to citizenship has been at the heart of many of the 

conflicts of post-colonial Africa.”871 And yet while struggles over citizenship are often at the heart of 

many of the continent’s conflicts of autochthony, many experts have lamented the fact that the 
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“nature of African citizenship laws has attracted remarkably little scholarly attention.”872 In short, 

comparative analyses of diverging citizenship laws and outbreaks of conflicts of autochthony could 

provide greater insight into the role of citizenship laws in inciting or preventing the emergence of 

autochthony discourses, and, in turn, violent conflicts. Future research should therefore strive to 

examine these dimensions of the politics of belonging from both an African-wide as well as a 

global/cross-regional perspective. 

 

On Land Tenure Reform 

Finally, in light of the overwhelming importance of the politics of land in theorizing the relationship 

between migration and conflict, future research must consider how policies related to land tenure 

reform might serve to exacerbate or mitigate tensions/disputes over land between host and migrant 

populations. In writing about the nature of land tenure reform in Africa, Boone argues that such 

reforms “have implications for electoralism, land politics, the possibility of democracy, and the shape 

that democracy in Africa might eventually assume.”873 The potential explosiveness around the issue 

of land tenure reform has reached new heights in the African continent owing to the unprecedented 

rise of land grabs that have served to further politicize the politics around land.874 Consequently, 

there is an urgent need for more research on best practices around land tenure reform and, more 

specifically, on how such reforms may affect host-migrant relations at the local level.875 There is thus 

a compelling reason to agree with Ellis who states that “[h]ow African politicians use their power in 
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regard to the most precious of all productive resources, land, will have enormous consequences for 

the continent’s future.”876 This is indeed the case in both the Ivoirian and Ghanaian cocoa regions, 

where the issue of land tenure reform continues to be a source of intense debate. As a spokesperson 

for the migrant population in the Ivoirian cocoa regions cautioned: “If Alassane Ouattara is not 

careful with respect to the enduring land tenure challenges, there will be problems. This will cause 

another war!”877 Although Ghana’s cocoa regions are unlikely to witness the scale of violence that 

has wracked the cocoa regions in neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire, it is worth noting that no one could 

have predicted the brutal violence that has ravaged the Ivoirian cocoa regions. While I would agree 

with Boone and Duku that “political judgement on the part of local and national leaders, along with 

wider conjunctural conditions, will be critical in determining whether social and political tensions 

over land rights can be managed” peacefully in Ghana (and elsewhere, for that matter), one should 

not dismiss the possibilities of future land conflicts as a consequence of land tenure reforms.878 

While academic practitioners may be ill-equipped to prevent violent conflicts linked to 

migration in West Africa’s cocoa regions (and elsewhere), by developing research agendas that 

examine the interplay between migration, the politics of belonging, and land tenure reform, we might 

succeed in furthering the debates on the promises and perils of migration. Given the stakes involved 

in such debates, we would be wise to take migration seriously as a matter of high politics as it can 

have potential ramifications for not only local security but also national and even regional security. It 

is my hope that by considering migration as a security issue in its own right, I have therefore been 
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able to make a modest contribution towards the development of a new and more expansive research 

agenda that recognizes the complexity of migration and its causal connections with violent conflicts. 
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Appendix A: List of Interviews in Ghana 

Interview 

Number 

 

Interviewee Interview Location 

1 Researcher (Cocoa Research Institute of Ghana) Tafo, Eastern Region 

2 Researcher (Cocoa Research Institute of Ghana) Tafo, Eastern Region 

3 Researcher(Cocoa Research Institute of Ghana) Tafo, Eastern Region 

4 Public Relations Officer (Cocoa Research Institute of Ghana) Tafo, Eastern Region 

5 Deputy Director  (Ministry of Employment and Social Welfare) Accra 

6 Policy Analyst (International Organization for Migration) Accra 

7 Deputy Director of Research (Ghana Cocoa Board) Accra 

8 Quality Control Officer (Ghana Cocoa Board) Agona, Wassa Amenfi West 

9 Local Assemblyman Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

10 Private Cocoa Buyer Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

11 Church Pastor Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

12 High School Teachers (three in total) Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

13 Cocoa Farmer/Buyer Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

14 Cocoa Farmer (indigenous) Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

15 Cocoa Farmer (internal migrant) Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

16 Former Headmaster/Assemblyman Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

17 District Chief Asankgrangua,  Wassa Amenfi West 

18 Chairman of Cocoa Produce Buyer’s Company Asankgrangua,  Wassa Amenfi West 

19 Cocoa Farmer/Ghana Cocoa Board Extension Officer Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

20 Cocoa Farmers (nine in total: internal and foreign migrants) Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

21 Cocoa Farmer/Buyer/Sub-Chief Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

22 Cocoa Farmer/Youth Leader Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

23 Cocoa Farmer (indigenous) Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

24 Local Chief Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

25 Cocoa Farmers (five in total: all foreign migrants) Agona,  Wassa Amenfi West 

26 Teacher/Cocoa Farmer/Assistant Caretaker Sompre,  Wassa Amenfi West 

27 Cocoa Farmer/Caretaker (indigenous) Sompre,  Wassa Amenfi West 

28 Cocoa Farmer (internal migrant) Sompre,  Wassa Amenfi West 

29 Cocoa Farmers (four: all foreign migrants) Sompre,  Wassa Amenfi West 

30 Cocoa Farmer/Buyer Sompre,  Wassa Amenfi West 

31 NGO worker Asankgrangua,  Wassa Amenfi West 

32 NGO worker Asankgrangua,  Wassa Amenfi West 

33 Quality Control Officer (Ghana Cocoa Board) Akropong, Wassa Amenfi East 

34 Local Chief Afransie,  Wassa Amenfi East 

35 Cocoa Farmers (four indigenes + one internal migrant) Afransie,  Wassa Amenfi East 

36 Cocoa Farmer Afransie,  Wassa Amenfi East 

37 Cocoa Farmer/NGO worker Akropong,  Wassa Amenfi East 

38 Cocoa Buyer Akropong,  Wassa Amenfi East 

39 District Supervisor (Ghana Cocoa Board) Akropong,  Wassa Amenfi East 

40 District Police Commander Akropong,  Wassa Amenfi East 

41 Regional Manager (Ghana Cocoa Board) Kumasi 

42 Secretary of Farmers Association Kumasi 
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43 Quality Control Officer (Ghana Cocoa Board) Nkawie, Atwima Nwanbiagya 

44 District Coordinator Nkawie, Atwima Nwanbiagya 

45 District Assembly Civil Servant Nkawie, Atwima Nwanbiagya 

46 Local Chief Nkawie, Atwima Nwanbiagya 

47 Community Chief Farmer Nkawie, Atwima Nwanbiagya 

48 Cocoa Farmer (internal migrant) Nkawie, Atwima Nwanbiagya 

49 Cocoa Farmers (two: both indigenous) Nkawie, Atwima Nwanbiagya 

50 District Assembly Civil Servant Mankranso, Ahafo-Ano South 

51 Cocoa Farmers (three: all indigenes) Mankranso, Ahafo-Ano South 

52 Local Assistant Secretary to NPP Mankranso, Ahafo-Ano South 

53 District Coordinator Mankranso, Ahafo-Ano South 

54 Local Secretary of NDC Mankranso, Ahafo-Ano South 

55 District Manager of Cocoa Producer Buying Company Mankranso, Ahafo-Ano South 

56 Community Chief Farmer Mankranso, Ahafo-Ano South 

57 District Head (Ghana Cocoa Board) Fumso, Adansi North 

58 District Agronomist (Ghana Cocoa Board) Fumso, Adansi North 

59 District Chief Executive New Edubiase, Adansi South 

60 District Coordinator New Edubiase, Adansi South 

61 Community Chief Farmer New Edubiase, Adansi South 

62 Local Assistant Secretary to NDC New Edubiase, Adansi South 

63 Local Chief New Edubiase, Adansi South 

64 Community Chief Farmer Fumso, Adansi North 

65 District Chief Executive Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

66 Regional Manager (Ghana Cocoa Board) Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

67 Regional Manager (Cocoa Producer Buying Company) Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

68 Regional Manager (Ghana Cocoa Board) Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

69 Immigration Officer Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

70 District Coordinator Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

71 Local Vice-Secretary to NPP Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

72 Community Queen Mother Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

73 Secretary to NDC/District Youth Coordinator Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

74 Local Court Administrator Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

75 Regional Chief Farmer Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

76 Local Chief Nsawora, Sefwi Akontombra 

77 Cocoa Farmer Nsawora, Sefwi Akontombra 

78 Community Chief Farmer Nsawora, Sefwi Akontombra 

79 Cocoa Farmer (internal migrant) Nsawora, Sefwi Akontombra 

80 Cocoa Farmers (two: both foreign migrants) Nsawora, Sefwi Akontombra 

81 Cocoa Farmer/Sub-Chief Nsawora, Sefwi Akontombra 

82 Local Vice-Chairman of NDC Nsawora, Sefwi Akontombra 

83 Local Head of Private Cocoa Buying Company Nsawora, Sefwi Akontombra 

84 Local Chief Agyemang Camp,  Sefwi Akontombra 

85 Cocoa Farmers (seven: five indigenes, two migrants) Nkwadum, Sefwi Akontombra 

86 Head of Local NGO Sefwi Wiawso, Sefwi Wiawso 

87 District Chief Executive Juabeso, Juabeso 

88 District Coordinator Juabeso, Juabeso 

89 Cocoa Farmer/Sub-Chief (indigenous) Juabeso, Juabeso 
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In keeping with the rules and regulations of the General Research Ethics Board at Queen’s 

University, I have withheld the names of interviewees both in the dissertation and in this appendix. 

The decision to abstain from attributing direct quotations to individuals was communicated to 

interviewees before the interviews. Given the sensitive nature of some of the questions and the 

themes in this research, the decision to guarantee anonymity was motivated by a desire to both 

protect interviewees and to maximize participation in the study. 

 

While the dissertation provides dates for those interviews for which direct quotations were taken, I 

have withheld dates in the appendix to prevent readers from potentially matching the quotations with 

the interviewee. Although the dissertation uses more general descriptions of places and interviewees 

to prevent attribution of comments, this appendix provides a more detailed description of the entire 

list of all of those that were interviewed during the three month period from May 2011 to August 

2011. In this sense, it provides a richer account of the diverse group of stakeholders that were 

interviewed throughout the country. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

90 Head of Local NGO Juabeso, Juabeso 

91 District Police Commander Juabeso, Juabeso 

92 National Coordinator of NGO (International Cocoa Initiative) Accra 

93 General Secretary of NDC Accra 

94 Senior Policy Advisor for NPP Accra 

95 Director of Migration Unit (Government of Ghana) Accra 

96 Member of Parliament for Ahafo-Ano South (NPP) Accra 

97 Member of Parliament for Atwima Nwanbiagya (NPP) Accra 

98 Member of Parliament for Sefwi Akontombra (NDC) Accra 

99 Senior Policy Advisor to Government for Cocoa Sector Accra 

100 Member of Parliament for Adansi South (NDC) Accra 
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Appendix B: List of Interviews in Côte d’Ivoire 

Interview 

Number 

 

Interviewee Interview Location 

1 Director of National NGO Abidjan 

2 Director of National NGO Abidjan 

3 Senior Cocoa Analyst in Ministry of Finance Abidjan 

4 Head of Mission of International NGO Abidjan 

5 Program Director of International NGO Abidjan 

6 Cocoa Consultant Abidjan 

7 Manager of International Cocoa Company (OLAM) Abidjan 

8 Program Officer at International Cocoa Company (Cargill) Abidjan 

9 Head of INGO (International Organization for Migration) Abidjan 

10 Head of Mission of International NGO Abidjan 

11 Cocoa Exporter Abidjan 

12 National Coordinator of NGO (International Cocoa Initiative) Abidjan 

13 Professor at Université de Cocody Abidjan 

14 Senior Researcher at Research Centre (CÉRAP) Abidjan 

15 UN Officials (two: Rule of Law Section) Abidjan 

16 Editor/Journalist of Daily Newspaper Abidjan 

17 Senior Civil Servants (three) in Ministry of Interior Abidjan 

18 Head of Mission of International NGO Abidjan 

19 National Coordinator of West African NGO Abidjan 

20 National Secretary of RDR Party Abidjan 

21 Journalists (one foreign, one Ivoirian) Abidjan 

22 Mayor Daloa, Haut Sassandra 

23 Sous-Préfet (Deputy Head of Prefecture) Daloa,  Haut Sassandra 

24 Local NGO Worker Daloa,  Haut Sassandra 

25 UN official (Civil Affairs Section) Daloa,  Haut Sassandra 

26 Autochthonous Chief Daloa,  Haut Sassandra 

27 Sous-Préfet (Deputy Head of Prefecture) Daloa,  Haut Sassandra 

28 Chief of Migrant (Allogènes) Population Daloa,  Haut Sassandra 

29 President of Cocoa Cooperative/Cocoa Farmer Daloa,  Haut Sassandra 

30 District Judge/Civil Society Activist Daloa,  Haut Sassandra 

31 Autochthonous Chief Gonaté,  Haut Sassandra 

32 President of Local Youth Association/Cocoa Farmer Gonaté,  Haut Sassandra 

33 Cocoa Farmer/Board Member of Cocoa Cooperative Gonaté,  Haut Sassandra 

34 Chief of Migrant (Allogènes) Population Gonaté,  Haut Sassandra 

35 Autochthonous Chief Derahouan,  Haut Sassandra 

36 Secretary General of Cocoa Cooperative/Cocoa Farmer Gonaté,  Haut Sassandra 

37 Director of Cocoa Cooperative/Cocoa Farmer Bonon, Haut Sassandra 

38 Chief of Migrant (Allogènes) Population Bonon, Haut Sassandra 

39 President of Local Youth Association Bonon, Haut Sassandra 

40 President of Cocoa Cooperative/Cocoa Buyer Bonon, Haut Sassandra 

41 Director of International Cocoa Company (Cargill) Daloa,  Haut Sassandra 

42 UN Official (Civil Affairs Section) Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 
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In keeping with the rules and regulations of the General Research Ethics Board at Queen’s 

University, I have withheld the names of interviewees both in the dissertation and in this appendix.  

The decision to abstain from attributing direct quotations to individuals was communicated to 

interviewees before the interviews. Given the sensitive nature of some of the questions and the 

themes in this research, the decision to guarantee anonymity was motivated by a desire to both 

protect interviewees and to maximize participation in the study. 

 

While the dissertation provides dates for those interviews for which direct quotations were taken, I 

have withheld dates in the appendix to prevent readers from potentially matching the quotations with 

the interviewee. Although the dissertation uses more general descriptions of places and interviewees 

to prevent attribution of comments, this appendix provides a more detailed description of the entire 

list of all of those that were interviewed during the five week period from April 2012 to May 2012. 

In this sense, it provides a richer account of the diverse group of stakeholders that were interviewed 

throughout the country. 

 

 

43 Local NGO Worker Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

44 Director of Youth Cooperative Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

45 President of Local Youth Association Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

46 Mayor Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

47 Autochthonous Chief Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

48 Assistant to Regional Leader of Dozos Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

49 Religious Leader Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

50 Sous-Préfet (Deputy Head of Prefecture) Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

51 President of Local FPI Party Youth Wing Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

52 Manager at IDP Camp Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

53 Ivoirian Journalist at Daily Newspaper Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

54 Autochthonous Chief/District Chief of Lands Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

55 Member of Civil Society/RDR Party Duékoué, Moyen Cavally 

56 Regional Leader of National NGO Guiglo,  Moyen Cavally 

57 Cocoa Farmer (foreign migrant) Guiglo,  Moyen Cavally 

58 Regional Director of NGO Guiglo,  Moyen Cavally 

59 President of Local Youth Association (and three associates) Guiglo,  Moyen Cavally 

60 Autochthonous Chief/District Chief of Lands Guiglo,  Moyen Cavally 

61 Autochthonous Chief Fengolo, Moyen Cavally 

62 President of Local Youth Association Fengolo, Moyen Cavally 

63 Spokesperson for Allogène/Allochthon Population Fengolo, Moyen Cavally 

64 Chief of Migrant (Allogène) Population Fengolo, Moyen Cavally 

65 Mayor Soubré,  Bas Sassandra 

66 Head of Local NGO Soubré, Bas Sassandra   

67 President of Local Youth Association Méagui, Bas Sassandra 

68 Sous-Préfet (Deputy Head of Prefecture) Méagui, Bas Sassandra 

69 Autochthonous Chief Méagui, Bas Sassandra 

70 Senior Advisor to President of Côte d’Ivoire Abidjan 

71 Professor at Université de Bouaké Abidjan 
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Appendix C: Questions for Interviewees in Ghana 

 

 

The vast majority of interviews in Ghana were conducted in English. On a number of occasions, 

however, the use of an interpreter was necessary in order to translate from local languages to English. 

Unless otherwise stated, the direct quotations in the dissertation from the field work in Ghana were 

all cited from the original interviews that were conducted in English. 

 

The list of interview questions below provides a more detailed outline of the questions that were 

asked during the interviews. While most interviewees were asked the majority of these questions, 

there was some variation depending upon the stakeholder group. For example, ‘elite’ interviewees 

such as cocoa industry officials, civil servants, politicians, etc. were asked different questions than 

categories of interviewees such as cocoa farmers, youth leaders, local traditional authorities, etc. 

Notwithstanding these minor differences, the list below serves as a representative sample of the 

nature of interview questions. 

 

 

*Perhaps you could begin by describing to me the nature of your work or the role of your 

organization? 

 

*To what extent is your work or the work of your organization connected either directly or indirectly 

to the cocoa sector? 

 

*How would you describe the importance of cocoa to the local community? Region? Country? 

 

*(If cocoa farmer): How long have you been a cocoa farmer? What is your arrangement for farming 

the cocoa? Do you own the land? 

 

*What would you say are some of the challenges facing the Ghanaian cocoa sector? 

 

*How would you describe the level of government involvement in the cocoa sector, both historically 

and today? 

 

*How would you describe the relationship between the central government and cocoa communities 

and farmers? 

 

*Would you classify yourself as a migrant? Non-migrant? Autochthon? Other? 

 

*(If migrant): When did you move to this region and where did you originally come from? 

 

*In your view, what roles have cross-border migrants played in the development of the cocoa sector? 

 

*In your view, what roles have internal migrants played in the development of the cocoa sector? 

 

*How would you describe relations between migrants and non-migrants in your community/the 

cocoa regions? 

 

*In your view, what explains the peaceful relations in your community between indigenes and 

migrant farmers? 
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*Do you think anything could change this situation? 

 

*In your view, what explains the instability and violence in the Ivoirian cocoa regions vis-à-vis the 

peace in the cocoa regions in Ghana? 

 

*How political is the issue of migration and citizenship in Ghana at the national level? 

 

*Is there anyone else that you think I should speak with who could provide additional insights into 

the relationship between migration and conflict in the cocoa regions? 
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Appendix D: Questions for Interviewees in Côte d’Ivoire 

 

 
The vast majority of interviews in Côte d’Ivoire were conducted in French. On several occasions, 

however, the use of an interpreter was necessary in order to translate from local languages to French. 

In addition, five interviews were conducted in English. Unless otherwise stated, the direct quotations 

in the dissertation from the field work in Côte d’Ivoire were all cited from the original interviews that 

were conducted in French. 

 

The list of interview questions below provides a more detailed outline of the questions that were 

asked during the interviews. While most interviewees were asked the majority of these questions, 

there was some variation depending upon the stakeholder group. For example, ‘elite’ interviewees 

such as government officials, politicians, journalists, UN officials, etc. were asked different questions 

than categories of interviewees such as cocoa farmers, youth leaders, local traditional authorities, etc. 

Notwithstanding these minor differences, the list below serves as a representative sample of the 

nature of interview questions. 

 

*Perhaps you could begin by describing to me the nature of your work or the role of your 

organization? 

 

*To what extent is your work or the work of your organization connected either directly or indirectly 

to the cocoa sector? 

 

*(If cocoa farmer): How long have you been a cocoa farmer? What is your arrangement for farming 

the cocoa? Do you own the land? 

 

*How would you describe the importance of cocoa to the local community? Region? Country? 

 

*What would you say are some of the challenges facing the Ivoirian cocoa sector? 

 

*How would you describe the level of government involvement in the cocoa sector, both historically 

and today? 

 

*How would you describe the relationship between the central government and cocoa communities 

and farmers? 

 

*Would you classify yourself as a migrant? Non-migrant? Autochthon? Other? 

 

*(If migrant): When did you move to this region and where did you originally come from? 

 

*In your view, what roles have cross-border migrants played in the development of the cocoa sector? 

 

*In your view, what roles have internal migrants played in the development of the cocoa sector? 

 

*How would you describe relations between migrants and non-migrants in your community/the 

cocoa regions? 

 

*What explains the instability and recent violence in the country’s cocoa regions? 
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*In your view, what explains the instability and violence in the Ivoirian cocoa regions vis-à-vis the 

peace in the cocoa regions in Ghana? 

 

*In your view, what is needed to resolve the tensions and/or violence in the cocoa regions? 

 

*How political is the issue of migration and citizenship in Côte d’Ivoire at the national level? 

 

*Are you optimistic that Côte d’Ivoire has left its terrible years behind? 

 

*Is there anyone else that you think I should speak with who could provide additional insights into 

the relationship between migration and conflict in the cocoa regions? 

 
 


