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Diviners, Malams, God, and the Contest
for Paramount Chiefship in Mamprugu (Northern Ghana)

Steve Tonah

Abstract. - This article analyses the contest for paramount
chiefship in Mamprugu, one of the traditional states in northern
Ghana. It examines the role that spiritualists such as diviners
a nd malams play in the contest. The first part provides an
°verview of Mamprusi traditional political system and the
Province of Wungu, from which this case study is taken. This
18 followed by an analysis of Traditional African Religion and
Islam, the two dominant religious practices in the area. Finally,
the article examines the contest for paramount chiefship in
2001 and the specific role that spiritualists such as diviners
ar&gt;d malams play during the contest. [Northern Ghana, Mam-
Prusi, chieftaincy succession, Islam, traditional religion, power,
traditional politics]
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introduction
In spite of the fact that traditional rulers in Ghana,
just as in many West African countries, have lost
n^ost of their legislative, administrative, and judi-
cial powers to leaders of nation-states created dur
ing the colonial period, the institution of chieftain-
c y appears to have lost little of its legitimacy and
attraction amongst the population in many parts of
the country. Indeed, chieftaincy has proven to be a
Very resilient institution in Ghana. This is because
ln spite of the denigration and the humiliation that

the institution suffered during the colonial and the
immediate postcolonial period, chieftaincy has not
only survived (to the amazement of those who had
prophesied its gradual demise) but has remained
popular amongst large sections of the Ghanaian
population. Not even the widely pervasive views
that chieftaincy has become increasingly associat
ed with protracted disputes and conflicts, an un
ending struggle for land and power, corruption,
and the increasing polarization of the society ap
pear to have substantially diminished the reverence
that admirers of the institution have for it.

Several reasons have been adduced for the
growing interest in chieftaincy and for its survival
against all odds. These include the continuing
allegiance of large sections of the population,
including in recent times the educated elite, to
their traditional leadership; the inability to create a
national identity out of the numerous ethnic groups
forced together into a nation-state; the continuing

 association of chieftaincy with power and wealth;
and the flexibility of the institution and its ability
to adapt to the changing political order of the
postcolonial period.

The chieftaincy institution continues to be very
vibrant in many parts of West Africa and has
coped very well with the challenges of the colonial
 and the postcolonial periods. Though with little
administrative and legislative powers within the
nation-state, chieftaincy positions are still very
much sought after, and competition for high office
in many traditional areas in Ghana remains very
keen. In northern Ghana, the competition for high


