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Abstract 

This thesis interrogates the universalised assumptions underpinning gender mainstreaming in 

global water governance frameworks ï particularly SDG 6 and Integrated Water Resources 

Management (IWRM) ï and demonstrates their inadequacy for explaining the complex, relational, 

and intersectional dynamics of water governance in Bamboi, northern Ghana. Although gender 

mainstreaming is framed as essential to achieving global development goals, its operationalisation 

obscures the multiple socio cultural categories that shape participation in decision making. 

Drawing on African feminisms, feminist political ecology (FPE), and (epistemological) cultural 

relativism, the study adopts a decolonial feminist ethnography to examine how gender, power, 

cosmology, and intersectional identities interact within Bamboiôs waterscape. 

The study demonstrates that mainstream feminisms ï often positioned as universal ï insufficiently 

reflect the lived realities and socio cultural dynamics of diverse societies. This critique guided the 

studyôs overall question: What prospects do African feminisms, FPE, and epistemological cultural 

relativism offer for decolonising water governance? Relatedly, four sub-questions were generated: 

What are the dynamics of water governance in Ghana and how do they manifest in Bamboi? Who 

shapes and controls the waterscape in Bamboi? How do local and customary institutions interact 

with formal water governance institutions? And how are local and customary institutions 

gendered?  

The study responded to these questions in four analytical chapters: Four to Seven. The first 

analytical chapter relied on primary and secondary data to explore the BVR and the making of 

Bamboi. The empirical analysis reveals that water governance in Bamboi is historically situated 

within transitions from autochthonous custodianship to colonial and contemporary state control, 
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producing enduring political and infrastructural inequalities. The second analytical chapter 

revealed that everyday access, authority, and participation in water decision making are shaped 

less by gender alone and more by intersecting factors including age, kinship, ethnicity, marital 

status, economic status, migration history, and spiritual legitimacy. The third analytical chapter 

looked at the localised worldviews and layers of water resource stewardship in Bamboi. This 

chapter shows that local governance systems ï anchored in cosmological worldviews, ritual 

stewardship, and the Water Priesthood ï coexist with, resist, and sometimes complement formal 

state-led arrangements, generating a dynamic form of institutional (water) bricolage. The final 

analytical chapter employs FPE to unravel the fluid gender of the BVR and the gendered dynamics 

of the villageôs water decisions, demonstrating that the BVR is conceptualised as a sentient, 

gendered being whose fluid personhood ï variously feminine, masculine, or gender-neutral ï 

shapes extraction practices, moral regulation, and stewardship responsibilities. This challenges 

Western gender binaries and affirms African feminist critiques of epistemic homogenisation. The 

chapter further documents the historical agency of Bamboiôs Womenôs Committee (WoC), whose 

adjudicatory authority disrupts prevailing narratives of African womenôs passivity and highlights 

the limits of quota based gender reforms. 

Overall, the study argues that decolonising water governance requires moving beyond 

universalised gender templates toward context attuned, intersectional, and cosmologically 

informed approaches. It concludes that African feminisms and FPE provide analytically robust 

frameworks for reimagining gender, participation, and power in natural resource governance. The 

thesis offers methodological, theoretical, and policy insights for scholars, practitioners, and 

policymakers seeking to align water governance with lived realities across African contexts. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

 1.0 Introduction to the study 

Over several decades, a diverse range of critical scholarship has challenged the hegemonic 

universalisation of Western framings within ñGender and Developmentò (GAD). However, these 

framings still dominate, especially in their problematic gazes and representation of women in non-

Western societies such as Africa. These narratives often cast African women as passive subjects 

in perpetual need of external ñempowermentò (Bedigen et al., 2021). My early academic training 

in Ghana reproduced these gazes and assumptions: mainstream feminist literature positioned 

African women as uniformly oppressed and in need of Western style empowerment akin to the 

trajectories of white, middle class women in the Europe and the West.  

Whilst this academic grounding in Ghana shaped my analytical skills to recognise the widespread 

and deep-rooted gender inequalities across the world, the framing reinforced black female 

victimhood and the uncritical reproduction of Western feminist literature and categorisations in 

African universities. This gaze fostered the expectations that gender equality ï in theory and 

practice ï must mirror Western experiences. This assumption erases context, ontology and 

epistemic diversity. Such imaginings were further reinforced by policy. For example, a draft report 

from the United Nations post-2015 development agenda (UN, 2015) outline a strong commitment 

on gender equality. The excerpt below captures the foundational spirit of the agenda: 

ñ[...] Realizing gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls will make a 

crucial contribution to progress across all the Goals and targets. The achievement of full 

human potential and of sustainable development is not possible if one half of humanity 

continues to be denied its full human rights and opportunities. [...] The systematic 
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mainstreaming of a gender perspective in the implementation of the Agenda is crucial.ò 

(UN, 2015, p.6) 

The study is particularly drawn to this quotation as it entails the ñspiritò of the United Nationôs 

gender equality agenda and exemplifies gendered intentions embedded within global development 

agendas. Whilst this shapes gender equality operationalisation in member states including Ghana, 

it implicitly presents men and boys as universally empowered and women and girls as universally 

disempowered. This discourse underpins gender mainstreaming efforts in Sustainable 

Development Goal ï SDG 5 and 6, including SDG 6.5 on Integrated Water Resources 

Management (IWRM), where gender is operationalised primarily as the insertion of women into 

formal structures. 

My subsequent engagement with African feminisms and decolonial thought unsettled these 

universalised gender and development imaginaries. Through this intellectual shift, I began to 

question how global development goals commonly presented as universal, are deeply rooted in 

Western epistemologies; a hegemony that silences non-Western worldviews and epistemic 

processes (Tamale, 2020). The interrogation of GAD (in its theory and practice) through this 

decolonial lens and observation of the everydayness of daring and assertive characters of women 

I had encountered in both matrilineal and patrilineal cultural settings across Ghana reinforced two 

fundamental insights:  first, that not all men are empowered nor all women oppressed; and second, 

that gender is not a fixed biological attribute but a performative, socially produced and fluid 

phenomenon (Butler, 2004; West and Zimmerman, 1987).  This aligns with what I develop later 

in the thesis regarding the fluid gendering of the Black Volta River (BVR), which moves beyond 

binaries and illustrates how local cosmologies exceed rigid Western gender constructs. 
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My introspection aligns with Ndofirepi and Ndofirepiôs (2020) critique that African Universities 

remain silent on African epistemologies while ñloudò about Western epistemologies; a situation 

that sustains long-standing hegemonies of knowledge production. Such reflections raised critical 

questions: Why are conceptualisations and practices of GAD in Ghana not grounded in African 

feminist epistemologies? Why do they instead rely so heavily on Western feminist histories and 

narratives? Is it the power of Eurocentric knowledge production and hegemony in academia and 

practice of development? 

This led me to engage Maria Lugonesô arguments in Toward a Decolonial Feminism which traces 

the colonial imposition of gender cuts across questions of ecology, economics, governance, 

worldviews, the relationship between people and the spirit world, and knowledge production and 

consumption (Lugones, 2010). Similarly, Ifi Amadiumeôs Male Daughters Female Husbands; 

Gender and Sex in an African Society and Oyeronke Oyewumiôs (1997) The invention of women: 

Making an African sense of western gender discourses illustrate how rigid gender binaries were 

not foundational to many African societies prior to colonial encounters (Oyewumi, 1997; 

Amadiume, 1987). This scholarship, alongside Manning (2025; 2021), Vergès (2021), Tamale 

(2020), Mendez (2015) and others have roundly drawn attention to how scholarship and global 

development agenda (for example the then Millennium Development Goals-MDGs and now 

SDGs), continue to silence non-Western worldviews while being presented as universally valid. 

To address this epistemic lacuna, this PhD draws on concepts and theories rooted in decoloniality 

including African feminisms (spanning Womanism, Africana Womanism, Stiwanism, Motherism, 

Nego feminism, intersectionality, and others), (epistemological) cultural relativism, and feminist 

political ecology (FPE), to unpack the complexities of gender in African contexts, with specific 

attention to Ghana. My use of intersectionality is reflexive rather than ñroutinisedò ï a point 
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emphasised by Ahmed (2013) ï to avoid turning it into a ñbuzzwordò emptied of analytical depth. 

Instead, intersectionality is treated as experiential, grounded in how people navigate power, 

authority, kinship, cosmology, and resource governance. In Chapter Two, I elaborate the diversity 

and similarities within African societies to avoid oversimplification and essentialism. 

To move beyond hegemonic Western epistemologies, this study employed a (decolonial feminist) 

ethnography (Manning, 2018) that enabled deep immersion within the everyday lives of the 

residents of Bamboi, a village in northern Ghana. This ethnographic approach provided rich 

insights into intersectional and non-Western framings embedded in the governance of the ñmany 

watersò of the village. Water governance is a particularly important site for analysis because SDG 

6.5 (IWRM) provides a checklist for monitoring gender mainstreaming in water resources 

management at different levels (UNEP-DHI, 2025; Bertule et al., 2018).Whilst the use of ñgenderò 

in these frameworks appear gendered inclusive (of female and males), they prioritise the 

mainstreaming girls and women, feeding into SDG 5 (ñGender Equalityò), and inadvertently 

obscure more complex intersectional realities of differently positioned people.  

Meanwhile, Bukachi et al. (2021) remind us that even among women, experiences of water access 

differ along lines of age, marital status, income, remittance and land ownership. Thus, it is crucial 

to ask: Whose notion of gender equality underpins global goals and their universalised? It is at this 

point that engaging decolonial critiques makes visible the intersectional complexities that such 

gender mainstreaming frameworks fail to capture in practice. Consequently, this PhD explores 

how Westernised and Eurocentric knowledge systems shape gender narratives and gazes within 

water governance. In so doing, the study African feminisms (and intersectionality), 

(epistemological) cultural relativism, and FPE to unpack how gender, water, and decision-making 

intersect in Bamboi. By extension, this study aligns with recent empirical scholarship (Sultana, 
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2021; Truelove, 2019; Narayanaswamy, 2016; 2014), all of which critique mainstream feminist 

assumptions that centre womenôs inclusion as synonymous with gender equality. They are 

hegemonic, inadequate and problematic. 

The study demonstrates how global agendas like the SDGs can misrepresent or missituate gender 

in local contexts such as Ghana. This is particularly concerning as the SDGs often inform national 

planning and attract development funding in countries considered to be low-income such as Ghana. 

Their implementation reinforces Western imaginaries of gender equality. This thesis therefore 

reimagines gender through African feminisms and decolonial perspectives, using everyday 

interactions in Bamboi to reveal how inclusion and exclusion in water decision-making challenge 

universalist assumptions. Through the engagement of ñwaterscapeò scholarship (which is 

unpacked further in Chapter Two), the study shows that waterïsociety interactions are shaped by 

socio-cultural norms, politics, and geography (Karpouzoglou and Vij, 2017). Situated within this 

interaction is unequal power relations that can produce unequal and gendered outcomes 

(Karpouzoglou and Vij, 2017; Truelove, 2011). 

The uniqueness of this study lies in situating African feminisms and (epistemological) cultural 

relativism within the broader framework of FPE to interrogate Bamboiôs waterscape. Whilst FPE 

emerged largely from the scholarship of Western academics, such as Dianne Rocheleau, a 

Professor Emerita of Geography at the Clark University in the United States and her colleagues, it 

has since expanded to incorporate decoloniality and diverse worldviews. Although the central 

focus of FPE dwells on how gender interacts in the whole continuum of resource governance, 

contemporary scholarship examines how intersectional categories ï rather than just gender ï 

influence power in natural resource governance (Alhassan et al., 2024; Sultan, 2021; Adams et al., 

2018; Cole, 2017). African feminists (Oyewumi, 2003; Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994; Collins, 1990; 
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Crenshaw, 1989) similarly highlight that socio relations, cultural norms, and micro-politics 

produce deeply gendered outcomes. When these frameworks are combined to analyse water 

governance, it will reveal the pathways of control decisions and benefits. 

Although the empirical studies on FPE usually focus on the intersections of female participation 

in water decision-making, this study resists oversimplistic single-category analysis. Such 

approaches risk assuming that exclusion stems solely from gender identity, whereas experiences 

in Bamboi reveal that ethnicity, kinship, age, marital status, socio economic status, political 

affiliation, and other markers shape access and authority. Meanwhile, Cole (2017) draws attention 

to the heterogeneity of the lived experiences of people related to water issues. Hence, it is simplistic 

to assume that all men have the power to participate in water decision-making. Like Cole (2017), 

I do not intend to dismiss the peculiarity of gender inequality and gaps in the overall decision-

making and the lived experiences of women in water issues in formal and informal spaces in Africa. 

Hence, whilst acknowledging persistent gender inequality, I show that men and women are 

embedded in dynamic social relationships that inform resource access (Hillesland et al., 2023). 

This approach makes visible the deeper structural patterns of discrimination embedded within 

customary institutions such as kinship and chieftaincy.  

The study contrasts sharply with developmentalist preview and mainstream feminist approaches 

that privilege representation participation ï often emphasising womenôs numerical inclusion in 

water committees. However, such committees ï often expected to function as the local translation 

of ñformalityò (as with the case of Water and Sanitation ï WATSAN ï Committees, which I 

expand later in Chapter Two) ï are frequently non functional or merely symbolic. Furthermore, 

such approaches disregard the politics of participation and socio-cultural dynamics that exclude 

not only certain women but also many men.  As Chapter Five illustrates, intersectional 
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characteristics shape water decision-making in ways that formal frameworks routinely overlook. 

This is also evident in Chapter Four, which situates these local dynamics within broader national 

water governance structures. 

The analysis also foregrounds context. Whilst race was central to intersectionality in critiquing 

Western feminist scholarship by its pioneering framers, its analytical relevance is diminished in 

racially homogeneous contexts such as Bamboi. In such contexts, ethnicity rather than race 

structures affinity, authority and social interactions (Msuya, 2019; Nnaemeka, 2004; Collins, 

1990). Hence, race is not engaged in the analytical chapters of this study. Nevertheless, this thesis 

acknowledges the historical legacies of coloniality that connect Africa gender experiences to wider 

global racialised hierarchies. Therefore, by examining how race, ethnicity and gender intersect in 

water governance in Africa, this study contributes to ongoing debates on decolonial knowledge 

production. The next paragraph focuses on dominant water governance frameworks and how they 

shape gender mainstreaming. 

Dominant water governance framework, SDG 6 and IWRM largely conceptualise gender through 

representation quotas, especially for women. As discussed earlier, this inadequately captures 

intersectional dynamics of participation and ignores the diverse spaces where decisions occur 

(Sehring et al., 2022), such as market centres1, where women often exercise organic authority. In 

contrast, formal water committees, created to satisfy SDG reporting requirements, frequently 

become performative (Asamoah and Ile, 2024; Zwarteveen and Boelens, 2017; Cleaver and 

Hamada, 2010; Cleaver and Toner, 2006) and disconnected from lived realities.  

                                            
1 In Chapter Seven, I unravel the organic evolution and strength of the Bamboi Womenôs Committe from the traders 

around the BVR. 
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Moreover, IWRMôs limitations stem from its reliance on universalised models that struggle to 

adapt to diverse socio cultural contexts (Evaristo et al., 2023; Biswas, 2008). This divergence 

reveals a major conceptual tension: IWRM imposes formality, however, the governance of water 

in Bamboi is fundamentally informal. Global frameworks assume coherent institutions and 

technocratic management, but lived practice reflects a far more fragmented, relational and plural 

system. These contradictions are amplified by what I discuss later in Chapter Two (2.4) as the 

extractive neoliberal tendencies of IWRM, where water is framed as an economic good, subject to 

pricing, monitoring and technical optimisation. This technocratic commodification sits uneasily 

alongside the relational, spiritual and ethical ways in which Bamboi residents understand water. 

At this point, the question revolves around whether African feminisms, FPE, and 

(epistemological) cultural relativism can deepen understanding of the dynamics of exclusion and 

inclusion in water decision-making. Reflecting on these dynamics in line with decolonial lens is 

important for analysing water access as socio-politically mediated phenomenon that extends 

beyond natural scarcity. Academic research provides the framing in which our world is 

understood in its multiple contexts (Brew and Lucas, 2009). To this end, this study aims to 

critique two main areas of epistemic hegemony: One,  mainstream feminism and its influences 

which brings Women in Developmentôs (WID) conceptual challenges back to practice by 

centring womenôs inclusion as gender equality: and two, western dominated knowledge 

production, which universalises these perspectives within global water governance frameworks. 

Drawing on African feminisms, FPE, and cultural relativism, the study critiques these 

assumptions and grounds the analysis in everyday life in Bamboi. This reveals the conceptual and 

practical gaps in how gender inequality is defined and operationalised in water governance.  
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The next section examines the research context and the overly simplistic framing of gender within 

water governance policy and practice. 

1.1 Establishing the research context, background and gap 

Water is often materially understood as a life-sustaining substance and its access framed as a 

fundamental human right that must be protected by duty-bearers (Gawel and Bretschneider, 2016; 

UN, 2015; Gleick, 1998). Beyond this essentialist view, global scholarship emphasises the fragility 

of freshwater systems and their susceptibility to depletion (Molden, 2020; Liu et al., 2017). Due 

to these concerns, multiple global, regional and national governance efforts, including 

international conventions such as the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Non-

Navigational Uses of International Watercourses (Salman, 2007), and Human Right to Water and 

Sanitation (UNGA, 2010) have been enacted. Such frameworks provide normative direction but 

do not prevent the uneven distribution, access, or control of water across geographies. 

The world is presently not water-stressed (Zwarteveen and Boelens, 2017), neither would it be by 

the next decade. Regardless, access to available water remains unequal across contexts in the world 

(Mehta, 2014) and projected to intensify. For example, the Global Water Institute (2013) warns 

that 700 million people worldwide may be displaced by 2030 due to water scarcity. These 

disparities are also stark within countries. In Ghana for instance, national water stress is low, but 

internal spatial inequalities are acute: freshwater is relatively abundant in the southern regions but 

comparatively scarce in the northern savannah zones (Government of Ghana, 2019).  Access to 

available water is further differentiated along socio cultural and economic lines such as cost, 

infrastructure, gender, caste, ethnicity, and age (Mehta, 2014). These conditions are further 

exacerbated for the poor and socially marginalised. Unequal access to water has the potential to 
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compromise health, wellbeing, economic participation, human rights and development (Abanyie 

et al., 2023; Sultana and Loftus, 2015).  

As a result, there is a consensus that reversing adverse environmental changes that impact water 

resource availability is desirable (Morrison et al., 2019). Premised on these complexities, 

scholarship shows that scarcity and access are not solely matters of physical availability but of 

governance ï shaped by political prioritisation, institutional capacity, technology, financing 

arrangements, and socio-cultural norms (Mdee et al., 2024; Yeleliere et al., 2018; Zwarteveen and 

Boelens, 2017; Mehta, 2014; Osumanu et al., 2014). Significantly for this thesis, these governance 

processes embody both formal and informal structures and practices, a tension that becomes 

central to understanding the lived realities of water users in Bamboi.  As discussed earlier, the 

IWRM framework currently dominates water governance globally. It seeks to coordinate 

competing water uses, promote ñefficiency, equity and sustainabilityò, reorient supply-driven 

models towards market-centred system (often through pricing), and enhance user participation 

(Adjakloe, 2021; Yeleliere et al., 2018; Zwarteveen and Boelens, 2017).  

However, the SDGs and the IWRM framework have been extensively problematised for their 

technocratic and depoliticised assumptions, which overlook the fragmented, context specific and 

power laden dynamics of water access (Adjakloe, 2021; Gondo et al., 2019b; Mdee and Harrison, 

2019; Morrison et al., 2019). Furthermore, the technocratic underpinnings of the IWRM and SDG 

6 ï which I elaborate further in Chapter Two ï position water as an economic good, promoting 

commodification, and privileging technical optimisation over non-economical dynamics that are 

relational, situated, spiritual and rooted in local and customary forms of stewardship. Although 

relevant nationally, these frameworks have even less traction in settings like Bamboi, where 
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governance is diffused, informal, and deeply shaped by cultural worldviews and social relations. 

The next paragraph situates gender within the IWRM and SDG 6. 

Globally, gender mainstreaming ï which is an important component of SDG 6 ï remains 

influential in policy responses to uneven water access. Numerous studies link domestic water 

responsibilities to women and young girls (Abanyie et al., 2025; Nordström and Widman, 2022; 

Jeil et al., 2020; Mehta, 2014), reinforcing the idea that womenôs participation in water governance 

is both practical and strategic (see Moser, 1989). This association is frequently extended to justify 

womenôs inclusion in water committees, particularly in rural contexts where water collection 

labour is feminised. However, this view of women collapses complex social realities into a singular 

narrative. Meanwhile, whilst women often bear the burden of water collection, they are not a 

homogenous group.  

Regardless, Adams et al. (2018) have argued that vulnerable groups such as children, the aged, 

and persons with disability mostly rely on women for domestic and caregiving purposes due to the 

socially constructed reproductive roles associated with females. Due to this constructed role, 

Adams et al. (2018) have argued that womenôs participation in water decisions can potentially 

escalate the needs of vulnerable groups in water decisions. Although this resonates with the 

realities of many females in rural and urban spaces in low-income countries such as Ghana, Adams 

et al.ôs (2018) assumption implies that poor water access are relatively caused by a lack of 

womenôs representation in water decision-making. However, such assumption is inadequate and 

empirically weak (see Kolipaka et al., 2026; Cleaver and Hamada, 2010; Cleaver and Toner, 2006). 

This is because water governance processes involve technical, political and administrative 

dynamics that exceed representational solutions.  
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This study therefore unpacks the intersectional experiences embedded in water economy, 

highlighting that inclusion/exclusion in water decision making is not shaped only by sex categories 

but by a combination of intersecting identities ï age, ethnicity, kinship, political affiliation, 

economic capacity, and social networks. The next paragraph locates the gaps within the rhetorics 

of women and water governance in Ghana.  

Current debates in Ghana reflect the gender tensions in SDG 6 and IWRM. This is because targets 

of the SDGs, such as 6.5.1 dominates national level water policy framing and gender 

mainstreaming in Ghana (GWP, 2022). Whilst women form the backbone of domestic water 

management, their participation in formal decision making remains limited (Dery et al., 2025; 

Kosoe et al., 2025; Alhassan et al., 2024; Dery et al., 2021; Fielmua and Mwingyine, 2018; 

Boateng and Kendie, 2015; MoGCSP, 2015; Boateng et al., 2013; Opare, 2005). However, 

focusing solely on ñwomenò limits gender-based research in three ways by obscuring: intra group 

differences, which shape who among women can participate and whose voices carry authority; 

structural and micro politics, which constrain both men and women based on intersecting 

identities; and the influence of Western feminist frames, which decouple ñgenderò from localised 

intersections and equate inclusion with empowerment. These simplifications often divert attention 

away from the stateôs responsibility in addressing infrastructural and political inequities. As 

outlined earlier, they also overshadow the diverse informal spaces where meaningful water 

decisions occur (such as market centres, kinship networks), while overemphasising formal 

committees that are often symbolic, under resourced, or non functional. 

Based on the above reflections, this research aligns with emerging decolonial feminist scholarship 

that interrogates how water governance is shaped by local and gendered power relations, cultural 

worldviews, and unequal access to political spaces (see Hillesland et al., 2023; Narayanaswamy et 
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al., 2023). To understand these processes, insights from African feminisms (for example, 

Nnaemeka, 2004; Oyewumi, 2003; 1997; Crenshaw, 1989) and FPE (Sultana, 2021; Truelove, 

2019; Adams et al., 2018) are engaged to unpack how intersectional identities and socio cultural 

norms structure the politics of resource access and control ï far beyond the narrow lens of female 

representation ï are important in exploring the uneven spaces of resource access, control and 

decision-making beyond women in local government instituted water governance committees.  

To this end, this section has situated the research within broader debates about gender, power, 

water governance and decoloniality by highlighting the conceptual and empirical gaps that make 

Bamboi a compelling site for understanding the everyday politics of water access and the 

limitations of dominant global governance frameworks such as the SDG 6 and IWRM. 

1.2 Studying water from an African feminist and intersectional perspective 

Scholarship on water decision making consistently highlights that access to, use of, and control 

over water are shaped by a complex interplay of cultural, historical, environmental, economic, 

technical and socio political dynamics. These factors operate at multiple scales ï from global 

governance architectures to the everyday practices of individuals and households ï and 

collectively produce uneven patterns of water access across contexts. At the local level, these 

dynamics intersect with state-led politics of prioritisation, which often determine where, when, 

and how water infrastructure is delivered or neglected, especially in developing countries. As 

Mallette (2013) illustrates, the governance of water is conditioned not only by hydrology or 

infrastructure but by shifting regimes of ownership ï state, private, communal ï which structure 

the political economy of access. Similarly, Wrisdale et al. (2017) demonstrate how historical 

exclusions and socio political legacies continue to shape the differentiated experiences of 

marginalised groups, including older adults and persons with disabilities, in rural South Africa. 
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Ghanaôs waterscape reflects these entanglements. As outlined earlier, the Government has 

integrated SDG 6 and IWRM principles into national development planning frameworks 

(Government of Ghana, 2019) towards ensuring equitable access to water ï now codified as a 

human right (UNGA, 2010). However, despite these commitments, access to safe and reliable 

water remains uneven. As signposted in Section 1.1, these challenges are not simply technical; 

they are deeply embedded in the structural constraints of a governance system that draws heavily 

on universalised, Western centric models of water management. As discussed earlier, IWRMôs 

technocratic orientation and its extractive neoliberal tendencies privilege market logics and 

technocratic optimisation whiles obscuring the cultural, relational and political dimensions of 

water governance. Likewise, gender mainstreaming ï central to SDG 6 ï has become one of the 

most essentialised measures of governance effectiveness, even though it often rests on simplified 

assumptions about womenôs roles, needs and agency. 

It is at this juncture that African feminisms and intersectionality provide critical analytical 

reflections into these gender and water governance simplicities. African feminist epistemologies 

foreground the contextual, relational, and experiential dimensions of gender that mainstream 

development framings tend to flatten. They emphasise that gender cannot be understood purely 

through biological categories or universalised binaries, but must be read through historically 

grounded worldviews, kinship forms, cosmologies, and the socio political texture of everyday life. 

Crucially, African feminisms recognise gender as fluid, performative and embedded ï a position 

consistent with critical feminist scholarship that challenges rigid biological essentialism and 

interrogates the instability of sex/gender binaries. This view is particularly important for this thesis, 

as Bamboiôs cosmologies assign gendered and personhood identities, roles, and temperaments to 

rivers and water bodies, including the BVR, whose fluid gender becomes a powerful social, 
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spiritual, and governance force (developed in Chapters Five and Six). Understanding gender as 

fluid does not only enrich the conceptual analysis but also aligns with African cosmologies in 

which both humans and non humans embody dynamic personhood rather than fixed categories 

(Awuah-Nyamekye, 2013). 

In this regard, the metaphysical views on water ï water personhood and water kin relations ï 

theorised by scholars such as Nowak et al., (2024), Cohen et al., (2023), Strang (2023) and 

Kimmerer (2012) ï become instructive in understanding how cosmological water relations unfold 

in Bamboi. For instance, Strang (2023) demonstrates how the supernatural and metaphysical 

dimensions of water compel societies to treat water not as a commodity but as a relative, an 

ancestor, or a moral agent. Such framings foreground reciprocity, ethics, and co responsibility 

rather than extraction. Similarly, Cohen et al.ôs (2023) ñwater kinò and Kimmererôs (2012) 

analyses of water as a living and personified being illuminate the relational and non reductionist 

logics through which localities steward water resources. These insights resonate strongly with 

Bamboiôs water lineage practices which are rooted in spiritual stewardship led by its Water 

Priesthood and the custodians of the Koorafon ï where water is understood through layers of 

responsibility, ritual, and reciprocal obligation. These cosmological and relational forms of 

governance ï which are discussed further in Chapters Four, Five and Six ï exist parallel to, and 

often in tension with, the formal and technocratic expectations of IWRM, whose universal metrics 

struggle to account for non material, spiritual, and relational forms of stewardship. 

Intersectionality further deepens this analysis by unbundling how individualsô experiences of water 

decision-making are shaped by the convergence of age, kinship, ethnicity, marital status, political 

affiliation, migration status, spirituality, and economic capacity. In this study, intersectionality is 

not a buzzword or a ñroutinised theoretical gestureò (Ahmed, 2013), but a relevant framework to 
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unpack the experiential and lived process of differently positioned people in everyday water 

politics. This approach is critical in a setting like Bamboi, where the ability to speak, influence 

decisions, or mobilise authority around water is shaped less by sex alone and more by oneôs social 

embeddedness, relational histories, seniority, and ritual legitimacy. Intersectionality therefore 

becomes the bridging framework that connects African feminist insights to water governance, 

enabling a decentring of rigid biological or numerical categories, towards more fluid, situated, and 

relational understanding. 

Applying these lenses to the various water sources in Bamboi ï ranging from boreholes and hand-

dug wells to surface waters such as the BVR ï opens analytical possibilities that dominant 

governance frameworks fail to anticipate. Therefore, studying water through African feminist and 

intersectional perspectives allows this thesis to move beyond the oversimplified narrative of 

ñwomenôs inclusionò and instead interrogate the dynamic, relational, and cosmological nature of 

water governance in Bamboi. These perspectives lay the foundation for examining how power, 

knowledge, identity, spirituality, and gendered personhood shape the governance of the ñmany 

watersò of Bamboi ï substantively discussed in Chapters Four, Five and Six. 

1.3 Objective and research questions 

Building on the foregoing discussion, which illustrates the limitations of dominant water 

governance frameworks and the analytical possibilities opened through African feminisms, FPE, 

and (epistemological) cultural relativism, this thesis is guided by one overarching objective: to 

interrogate the prospects and possibilities these frameworks offer for decolonising water 

governance, particularly as it manifests in Bamboi. This objective reflects the need to move beyond 

universalised assumptions embedded in SDG 6 and IWRM, and to understand how power, identity, 

cosmology, and intersecting social markers shape the everyday governance of water in ways that 
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dominant frameworks fail to anticipate. It also responds to the conceptual and empirical gaps 

identified in the literature ï especially the tendency to essentialise gender, overlook fluid 

subjectivities, depoliticise water decisions, and ignore the relational and spiritual dimensions of 

water stewardship present in many African contexts. 

Guided by these concerns, the thesis asks one central question: what prospects and possibilities do 

African feminisms, feminist political ecology, and (epistemological) cultural relativism offer for 

decolonising water governance? To operationalise this main question, four interrelated 

sub questions were developed. Each sub question reflects a specific analytical layer required to 

unpack the dynamics of the ñmany watersò of Bamboi ï from political ecology (waterscape) to 

intersectional participation, to customary stewardship, to gendered authority and cosmological 

worldviews:  

1. What are the dynamics of water governance in Ghana and how do they manifest in 

Bamboi? 

This question explores the national to local articulation of water governance, including the 

tensions between formality and informality, the extractive neoliberal tendencies embedded in 

IWRM, and the political ecology of water supply and prioritisation. 

2. Who shapes and controls the waterscape in Bamboi? 

The focus here is on intersectional experiences and everyday institutions ï examining how age, 

sex and gender, kinship, ethnicity, migration, social networks, political affiliation, economic 

capacity, spiritual legitimacy and personality mediate inclusion and exclusion in water 

decision making. 
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3. How do local and customary institutions interact with formal water governance 

institutions?  

This sub question draws on institutional bricolage to unpack the assemblage and interaction 

between state led governance and customary/spiritual systems of stewardship, including the 

Koorafon, Water Priesthood, local rituals, and the relational ethics that underpin water 

safeguarding. 

4. How are local and customary institutions gendered? 

This question examines how gendered power, fluid gender personhood, and cosmologies ï

including the gendering of the BVR ï shape authority, voice, legitimacy, and participation within 

Bamboiôs waterscape. 

These questions drive a multi layered analysis of water governance that is attentive to power, 

cosmology, identity, knowledge production, and the intersecting social processes that mediate 

everyday inclusion and exclusion. They provide the analytical structure through which the thesis 

examines how decolonial feminist frameworks enable a richer and context sensitive understanding 

of water governance beyond the constraints of universalised policy framings. 

1.4 Scope of the study 

This study focuses on understanding the localised dynamics of gender and intersectional 

experiences as they manifest in water governance. The empirical emphasis is northern Ghana, 

where two interrelated conditions create a compelling context for such an investigation. First, the 

northern savannah belt experiences comparatively widespread water scarcity (Abanyie et al., 2025; 

Alhassan et al., 2024), shaping everyday negotiations around access, control and use. Second, the 
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region is characterised by deeply embedded patrilineal and patriarchal social structures (Gyan and 

Mfoafo-MôCarthy, 2022), which influence how authority, voice, responsibility and exclusion are 

distributed among differently positioned people. These dynamics provide a fertile ground for 

examining how inclusion and exclusion in water decision making unfold through intersecting 

identities ï beyond the narrow binary of maleness and femaleness ï even within a seemingly 

patriarchal society. 

Within this broader regional framing, Bamboi, a vibrant commercial village located in the Bole 

District of the Savannah Region, was purposefully selected as the ethnographic site. The choice of 

Bamboi was driven by its intimate and layered connection to the BVR. The BVR is a major 

component of the Volta River System, which constitutes approximately 70% of Ghanaôs river 

network. The system attracts local, national, regional and global interests due to its hydrological, 

economic and political significance. Situated immediately north of the BVR, Bamboiôs social life, 

economy, cultural practices and cosmological worldviews are all anchored ï materially and 

spiritually ï in the riverôs physical and non physical forms. This relationship is neither incidental 

nor peripheral: the BVR serves as a livelihood resource, a site of ritual significance, and a moral-

ecological entity whose presence shapes daily practices and governance decisions. These 

dimensions position Bamboi as a vantage point to explore how global governance frameworks and 

national water policies ï shaped by IWRM, SDG 6 and technocratic logics ï interact, collide and 

coexist with the locally embedded, culturally informed and spiritually grounded practices of water 

stewardship. Bamboi therefore becomes an analytically rich site for interrogating the possibilities 

of decolonising water governance through African feminist, FPE and (epistemological) cultural 

relativism lenses. 
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1.5 Thesis contributions 

This thesis makes five interconnected contributions situated at the intersection of African 

feminisms, FPE and (epistemological) cultural relativism. They collectively advance a decolonial 

reading of water governance and gender mainstreaming in Bamboi and the broader Ghanaian 

waterscape.  

First, the thesis offers a historically grounded and politically attuned analysis of Ghanaôs 

waterscape by tracing how water governance has transitioned from the authority of autochthonous 

right holders ï particularly Mo custodians of the BVR such as the Mokooro (Water Priest) and 

Koora Hankoora (Water Priestess) ï to the modern Ghanaian state through colonial and 

postcolonial administrative consolidation. It shows how national infrastructural projects, including 

the 400 MW Bui Dam powered by the Bui Power Authority, have reconfigured long-standing 

modes of access and livelihood patterns in Bamboi. This shift has transformed the BVR from a 

livelihood sustaining riverine ecosystem into a nationalised hydro political asset, thereby 

uprooting pathways of direct appropriation (for example, fishing and domestic water use) and 

replacing them with ñmodernò potable water infrastructure such as mechanised boreholes and 

small town water systems under Community Water and Sanitation Agency (CWSA) standards. 

The thesis demonstrates how extractive neoliberal tendencies embedded in IWRM ï especially 

technocratic commodification, pricing logics, and centralised control ï are poorly aligned with 

local realities, amplifying uncertainty and dependency whilst eroding the villageôs autonomy. The 

resulting governance landscape situates Bamboi between the spiritual obligations of river 

stewardship and the unreliable, spatially prioritised delivery of state-led water supply.  

Second, the thesis provides a nuanced intersectional analysis of how actors shape, control, and 

navigate the waterscape in Bamboi. Drawing on African feminist scholarship and FPE, it develops 
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a deep intra  and inter categorical intersectional analysis (McCall, 2005) to reveal how categories 

such as age, gender, lineage/kinship, ethnicity, marital status, migration history, economic capacity, 

political affiliation, spiritual legitimacy, personality, and social perception intersect to produce 

patterned inclusion and exclusion in water decision making. This moves beyond the 

oversimplified assumption that ñwomenò constitute a homogenous (Misra et al., 2024; Mandel and 

Semyonov, 2016), uniformly marginalised category and that ñmenò uniformly wield power. 

Instead, the thesis shows that authority in Bamboi is relational, situated, and contingent ï 

sometimes privileging older women, spiritually sanctioned women, or kin embedded men, while 

simultaneously marginalising some young men, migrants, widows, or socially disconnected 

individuals. This intersectional focus dismantles the reductive gender binary embedded in 

dominant gender mainstreaming practices, offering a more textured understanding of the social 

politics shaping water access and control. 

Third, the thesis extends scholarship on institutional bricolage by empirically documenting the 

co existence, negotiation, and hybridisation of customary/spiritual and formal/state-led water 

governance systems in Bamboi. Through the concept of water bricolage, it demonstrates how 

governance emerges through dynamic assemblages of formal institutional arrangements (District 

Assembly, CWSA, Hydrological Services Department, Bui Power Authority) and long-standing 

local systems of stewardship (the Koorafon water lineage, water/river priesthood, ritual 

safeguarding practices, moral spiritual obligations). Whilst the formal IWRM framework assumes 

coherent, integrated institutional structures, the thesis shows that water governance in Bamboi is 

inherently informal, spiritually governed, and relational ï operating largely outside the formalised 

spaces envisioned by SDG 6.5.1 monitoring mechanisms. The research therefore contributes a 

detailed ethnography of multi-layered water governance in rural northern Ghana, revealing that 
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localised, cosmologically informed modes of stewardship remain deeply valued, widely practiced, 

and materially consequential despite their silence in national policy frameworks. 

Fourth, the thesis advances decolonial feminist scholarship by integrating African feminisms, 

intersectionality, FPE, and cultural relativism to examine gendered and fluid water governance in 

a Ghanaian context. The ethnographic finding that the BVR itself is understood as possessing a 

fluid gendered personality ï shifting identities, temperaments and social roles ï is an original 

contribution that unsettles rigid Western sex/gender binaries and reveal that gender is socially 

produced, situated, and shifting rather than biologically fixed. The cosmological gendering of the 

BVR as Nnaa Moo resonates with Strangôs (2023) theorisation of water as a moral, relational, and 

metaphysical being; Cohen et al.ôs (2023) notion of water kin; and Kimmererôs (2012) framing of 

water as living and personified. Through these insights, the thesis shows that Bamboiôs water 

governance is anchored not only in technical management but also in spiritual reciprocity, ritual 

accountability, and relational ethics ï dimensions that dominant governance frameworks such as 

IWRM neither anticipate nor accommodate. Further, the thesis brings African feminist 

epistemologies into direct conversation with water governance scholarship, this thesis makes an 

original contribution by demonstrating that even within patriarchal settings, women possess 

diverse forms of authority ï spiritual, moral, economic and relational ï and that gender 

mainstreaming must be contextually situated rather than universalised. 

Finally, this study is among the few that bring the decoloniality discourse into water governance 

in sub-Saharan Africa. I unveil how the local and customary institutions that govern water are 

gendered and mimic the gendered dynamics of the local social structure of Bamboi.  I do so by 

drawing from African feminisms and FPE scholarship. One of the original contributions of this 

study is bringing African feminisms scholarship into the water governance space. African 
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feminisms as a decolonial scholarship criticises the simplification associated with Westernised 

feminisms relating to its embedded view of women from a universal point, especially when it 

relates to gender mainstreaming (for example, Tamale, 2020; Oyewumi, 1997; Amadiume, 1987). 

Relatedly, the FPE scholarship rather merges decoloniality, localised worldviews, and 

intersectionalities in (natural) water resource governance. Specifically, I bring the empirical 

scholarship on FPE and water governance to the rural northern Ghanaian context. Hitherto, an 

expansive scholarship on FPE and water governance are geographically situated in urban and rural 

Asia with significant contributions from scholars such as Farhana Sultana (see Sultana 2021; 2020; 

2009), Yaffa Truelove (see Truelove, 2019; 2011), and Padini Nirmal (see Nirmal, 2017). These 

studies illustrate the situated exclusion and inclusion within the various levels of water governance 

through the dynamic interplay of intersectional factors (which act as axes of power) and 

categorisation in urban and rural Asia. In sub-Saharan Africa, a few studies by Ellis Adjei Adams 

have explored FPE and water governance in urban Malawi (see Adams, 2024; Adams et al., 2018). 

Except for Nirmal (2017) who provides empirical evidence on decoloniality in her research in 

Kerala, the rest mainly focus on intersectionalities (especially as it is shaped by gendered 

experiences) and are least focussed on empirical evidence of decoloniality; a concept that has 

gained contemporary attention in FPE scholarship (for example, Harcourt et al., 2023; Mollett et 

al., 2020; Rocheleau, 2015).  

Drawing these two concepts together, African feminisms and FPE, I unravel that even within a 

small patriarchal geographical setting such as Bamboi, women are not the same. This is because 

they are differently positioned based on their intersectional characteristics such as kinship, age, 

and other socio-economic statuses. This implies that gender mainstreaming cannot be fashioned in 

a universal manner; a position African feminisms have long advanced. Furthermore, whilst the 



   
 

24 
 

dominant narrative on gender in patriarchal settings portrays women as timid, weak and 

disempowered, adult females in Bamboi exhibit different levels of assertiveness, strength and 

adjudicatory prowess. These features are organically engaged by females who share similar 

kin/family, economic or similar interests to organise the village when there is a need. For instance, 

I discuss the Womenôs Committee (WoC) of Bamboi, which was organically formed by a group 

of Mo women to offer adjudicatory functions to the village. Although the group is defunct as all 

its pioneer members are deceased, it draws attention to the deeply embedded evidence that it is 

simplistic to assume that all women (especially those in patriarchal/patrilineal settings) are 

unassertive and require some form of quota to represent in formal spaces such as water committees. 

1.6 Organisation of the study 

To address the research questions, this thesis engages decolonial frameworks, including African 

feminisms, (epistemological) cultural relativism, and FPE, to illuminate how knowledge, power, 

and worldview shape water governance. Chapter Two, ñTowards an African feminist political 

ecology of water governanceò, reviews these conceptual terrains. It synthesises scholarship on 

gender and feminism, waterscapes, intersectionality, and governance arrangements, making a 

novel contribution by explicitly bridging African feminist thought with water governance 

literatures and emphasising the situatedness of governance practices within local epistemologies 

and everyday life. 

Chapter Three outlines the methodological framing of the study through a decolonial feminist 

ethnography. It details the research design, fieldwork processes, positionality, and ethical 

dilemmas encountered in Bamboi, situating my ten month immersion and the relational dynamics 

that underpinned data production. 
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The first analytical chapter, Chapter Four, ñThe nature of the waterscape of the Black Volta River 

ï óNnaa Mooô and the framing of Bamboiò, responds to the first research question, ñwhat are the 

dynamics of water governance in Ghana and how do they manifest in Bamboi?ò by analysing how 

national water political dynamics manifest in Bamboi. It contextualises the village within Ghanaôs 

broader waterscape, examining how hydro-social relations, worldviews, and state interventions, 

especially the Bui Dam, reconfigure access, use, control, and predictability of water resources. The 

chapter illustrates how the BVR underpins Bamboiôs socio cultural identity, economy, and 

environmental rhythms. 

Chapter Five, ñEveryday water institutions and the intersectional experiences in the multiple 

waterscapes of Bamboiò answers the second research question: who shapes and controls the 

waterscape? Drawing on intersectionality, it reveals how everyday institutions generate patterned 

inclusion and exclusion. It illuminates the complex interplay of age, sex, kinship, ethnicity, marital 

status, religion, economic status, and other positionalities that structure who participates, who is 

silenced, and how authority circulates, filling a major gap left by dominant development 

frameworks and gender mainstreaming approaches. 

Chapter Six, ñLocalised worldviews and layers of natural (water) resource stewardshipò addresses 

the third research question on the interactions between local/customary institutions and formal 

governance systems. Engaging (epistemological) cultural relativism and institutional (water) 

bricolage, the chapter examines how Bamboiôs cosmological and customary stewardship practices, 

embodied by the Koorafon (Water/River family gate) and Water Priesthood, co-exist, complement, 

and sometimes challenge state-led regimes. It elaborates the metaphysical and material practices 

that shape sanctification, safeguarding, and resource perception, revealing exclusionary and 

inclusionary boundaries rooted in kinship rather than biological sex categories. 
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Chapter Seven, ñGendered cosmologies, power and water governance: An (African) feminist 

political ecology of Bamboiò, the final analytical chapter, responds to the fourth research question 

on the gendered nature of local institutions. Situated within FPE and African feminisms is the use 

of storytelling, lived experiences, and historical narratives to show how gendered power, voice, 

and authority are negotiated in practice. The Chapter foregrounds how Bamboiôs women exercise 

agency, organise collectively, and challenge universalised Western gender imaginaries through 

local, spiritual, and relational modes of governance. 

Finally, Chapter Eight, ñConclusions of the studyò synthesises the findings across all four research 

questions, grounding them in the integrated frameworks of African feminisms, cultural relativism, 

and FPE. It highlights the thesisô key contributions and argues for a rethinking of gender 

mainstreaming in water governance beyond Western epistemic frames, urging contextsensitive, 

decolonial, and intersectional approaches. 

Having established the research context, problematisation of gender mainstreaming, and the 

rationale for a decolonial feminist interrogation of water governance, the next chapter turns to the 

conceptual and theoretical foundations of the study. Chapter Two synthesises African feminisms, 

FPE, and (epistemological) cultural relativism to develop the analytical lens through which the 

waterscape of Bamboi is examined. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

2 Towards an African feminist political ecology of water governance   

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter unpacks concepts of decoloniality, intersectionality, African feminism and feminist 

political ecology to challenge dominant forms of knowing and practices regarding gender and 

water decision-making at different levels of governance, spanning global, regional, national and 

local settings. This challenges the overly simplistic and Western-centric approaches to discourses 

on development, gender, and water resource governance. To do this, the chapter is structured as 

follows.   

Firstly, it interrogates the dominant assumptions and gaps in the literature around gender and water 

governance.  This unpacks the lapses in the GAD literature on water governance and brings to the 

fore the deep-rooted Eurocentrism embedded in mainstream water governance frameworks 

drawing attention that decoloniality offers an innovative lens through which decision-making in 

water, particular aspects that relates to participation can be deeply explored beyond the simplistic 

emphasis on sex, as the cause and consequence of exclusion or inclusion in water governance in 

Africa.    

The second section lays a foundation on the literature of African feminisms, which include 

Womanism and Africana Womanism (Hudson-Weems, 1993; Ogunyemi, 1985; Walker, 1979), 

Intersectionality (Collins, 1991; Crenshaw, 1989), Stiwanism ï social transformation including 

women in Africa (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994), Motherism (Acholonu, 1995), Nego-feminism 

(Nnaemeka, 2004) and Snail-sense Feminism (Adimora-Ezeigbo, 2012). This literature offers an 

alternative and ñlocally rootedò feminist perspective to Western-shaped gender and Eurocentric 

paradigms, which are increasingly critiqued for invisiblising the complexity of how African gender 
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experiences is shaped and performed. These African grounded intellectual discourses on gender 

and feminism form the central theoretical underpinnings of this thesis. In addition to these 

theorised frameworks, a wider body of African feminist scholarship, particularly Decolonisation 

and Afro feminism (Tamale, 2020), The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western 

Gender Discourses (Oyewumi, 1997), and Male Daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex 

in an African Society (Amadiume, 1987), offers critical interventions for rethinking how gender is 

constructed, performed, and understood in African contexts. These framings cumulatively provide 

the analytical positioning for interrogating gendered relations within African societies (such as 

Bamboi) and thus significantly inform the interpretive lens adopted throughout this thesis. 

Whilst interrogating the many concepts that frame African feminisms may be quite winding, this 

study has carefully engaged these concepts (rather than just ñintersectionalityò, which is significant 

to this thesis). This expanded engagement is a deliberate epistemic action to avoid epistemic habits. 

Aldrin-Salskov (2020) has argued that epistemic habits are connected to the discursive 

engagements, theoretical arguments and concepts that are regularly and habitually sourced loosely 

to become buzzy. As signposted earlier, Ahmed (2013) rather conceptualises these dynamics as 

routinised theoretical gestures, which constitute the habitual and often uncritical deployment of 

certain popular theoretical vocabularies that come to signify whether a piece of scholarship is 

regarded as intellectually legitimate or sufficiently ócriticalô. Such gestures reflect the workings of 

knowledge geographies, the uneven intellectual terrains that determine which epistemologies are 

centred, which are marginalised, and which are rendered invisible. These geographies manifest, 

for example, in the dominance of Western feminisms over non-Western feminist theories such as 

African feminist epistemologies; in the privileging of technocratic frameworks such as IWRM 

over localised water ontologies which are shaped by peopleôs culture; and in the way Global North 
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citation cultures disproportionately shape what counts as órigorousô scholarship (Ndofirepi and 

Ndofirepi, 2020). 

Within these broader geographies of knowledge, epistemic whiteness emerges as a structuring 

logic (Aldrin Salskov, 2020), shaping which forms of knowledge are censored and whose 

worldviews are afforded universal authority. This lens is particularly relevant to criticising the 

intersectional framing of this study, as it illuminates the inherent limitations that applying 

intersectional approaches themselves risk becoming the very epistemic hierarchies they seek to 

unsettle. Over time, the buzzing of such ideas defeats the real engagement they were intended to 

convey. These habits can be double-barrelled; whilst they may exclude other ways of thinking over 

time, they can potentially spark fruitful discourse (Aldrin-Salskov, 2020). Intersectionality risks 

falling into the trap of epistemic habit or routinised theoretical gestures due to its popularity in 

feminist research (Aldrin-Salskov, 2020; Ahmed, 2013). Hence, I avoid this habit by unpacking 

the several concepts and arguments rooted in African feminisms rather than only dwelling on 

intersectionality to invisibilise the several frameworks that embody African feminisms.  

The third section engages water governance by unpacking the argument along the simplistic 

practice of GAD in water decision-making. It then advances intersectionality (as rooted in African 

feminisms and FPE) to frame a wider decolonial feminist political ecology, which highlights the 

complex intersectional dynamics of actors and institutions in natural (water) resources governance. 

Furthermore, it identifies tensions between Western-shaped feminist theory and (epistemological) 

cultural relativism regarding the possibility of universal trajectories or modes of natural resource 

governance.  
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2.1 Synthetising the conceptual relationship among the key concepts 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual relationships among key variables; AF, FPE and (E)CR 

Source: Authorôs construct. 

The conceptual foundation of this thesis ï represented in Figure 1 ï rests upon the theoretical 

dialogue among African feminisms, FPE and (epistemological) cultural relativism, brought 

together as a decolonial analytical triangle through which gender and water governance may be 

more fully understood. This synthesis is necessary because dominant theorisation on gender and 
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natural resource governance ï particularly in development and water policy ï remains shaped by 

Eurocentric epistemic norms that universalise Western experiences and marginalise other ways of 

knowing (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2023; Aldrin-Salskov, 2020). In mainstream gender-and-development 

discourse, such epistemic hierarchies have produced what Mignolo and Walsh (2018) term the 

colonial matrix of power, where Western frameworks continue to define the terms through which 

gender, participation, and governance are interpreted in global policy. 

In response, African feminisms offer a critical site of resistance by foregrounding the contextual, 

plural, and historically grounded experiences of African women (and men). Scholars such as 

Oyewumi (2003; 1997), Nnaemeka (2015; 2004; 1998), Steady (2005; 1987; 1985), Mama (2019; 

1995) and Tamale (2020) critique Western feminist universalism for its inattention to the 

cosmologies, kinship systems, lineage structures, and social hierarchies that organise African 

societies. These perspectives insist that gender is neither singular nor stable but relational and 

mediated by intersecting markers such as age, seniority, spirituality, ethnicity, marital positioning, 

and political embeddedness (Mirza, 2014; McCall, 2005; Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 1986). 

Intersectionality, when treated reflexively rather than as a routinised theoretical gesture (Ahmed, 

2013), becomes a crucial bridge between African feminist epistemologies and the lived realities of 

water governance examined in this thesis. 

Parallel to this, FPE expands the scope of political ecology by interrogating how environmental 

access, control, and knowledge production are shaped by gendered and intersectional power 

relations (Rocheleau et al., 1996; Elmhirst, 2011; Sultana, 2009, 2021; Harcourt, 2019, 2023). FPE 

resists the technocratic flattening of resource governance ïepitomised in IWRM and SDG 6 ï by 

emphasising everyday experiences, embodiment, emotion, care, and the relationalities that 

structure how people engage with natural resources. These insights are especially salient in 
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contexts such as Bamboi, where water is not simply a material good but a sentient, cosmologically 

anchored entity with moral and social expectations. Thus, FPEôs attention to power and 

positionality aligns with African feminist insistence on grounded, relational understandings of 

gender, while extending these debates into the domain of natural resource governance. 

The third conceptual pillar, (epistemological) cultural relativism, compels a methodological 

commitment to situating knowledge within the socio cultural, religious, linguistic, and 

cosmological contexts that shape local meaning systems (Datta, 2018; Lugones, 2010). In water 

governance, cultural relativism challenges the presumption that Western-defined notions of 

participation, efficiency, and equity can be seamlessly transplanted into non-Western landscapes. 

Instead, it highlights the legitimacy of cosmological stewardship, ritual authority, and 

autochthonous institutions ï such as the Water Priesthood and Koorafon, which I discuss in 

Chapters Four to Seven ï in regulating water decisions. These relational forms of governance are 

frequently dismissed as ñinformalò or ñtraditionalò within global policy frameworks, but cultural 

relativism allows them to emerge as epistemologically valid and politically consequential. 

These frameworks collectively unbundle the epistemic limitations inherent in universalised gender 

mainstreaming and global water governance frameworks. They expose how IWRMôs technocratic 

orientation and SDG 6ôs representational metrics fail to capture the intersectional, spiritual and 

socio-historical dynamics that shape authority, legitimacy, and participation in places like Bamboi. 

By combining African feminisms, FPE and cultural relativism, the thesis advances a decolonial 

critique ï one that not only challenges the dominance of Western-centric knowledge production 

but also proposes more grounded pathways for understanding how gender, power, cosmology, and 

identity co-produce the waterscape. 
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This conceptual synthesis therefore sets the stage for the rest of the chapter: African feminisms 

interrogate the universalisation of gender; FPE foregrounds the everyday, embodied, and political 

dimensions of water governance; and (epistemological) cultural relativism legitimises localised 

epistemologies, ontologies, and moral orders. These frameworks create the epistemic conditions 

for re-imagining water governance beyond the constraints of universalist development models, 

allowing this thesis to interrogate the fragmented, negotiated, and cosmologically embedded nature 

of the ñmany watersò of Bamboi with conceptual precision and decolonial sensitivity. 

2.2 Situating gender within the water governance discourse 

It has been argued that decisions relating to water are critical and require the engagement of the 

numerous water stakeholders, which span duty-bearers, service delivery systems and water users, 

to satisfy the fundamentals of the 2015 Water Governance Facility (WGF) (Camkin and Neto, 

2016). The 2015 WGF embodies four basic premises for water decision-making, which are made 

up of the social, economic, political, and environmental dimensions of water access and control. 

Similarly, the 2015 WWAP indicated that water flows through three pillars: economic, social, and 

political conduits (Connor, 2015). The social and political dimensions of these frameworks for 

water decision-making require that numerous water stakeholders are engaged in water decision-

making (Camkin and Neto, 2016). Situated within this framing, there have been various arguments 

that there should be deliberate involvement of females in water decision-making (Fauconnier et 

al., 2018; Harris, 2009), as the current scholarship on gender and water governance significantly 

agree that they are minimally engaged regardless of their roles in water retrieval and collection for 

various uses in different settings (Hillesland and Doss, 2024). For instance, in many countries 

including Ghana, women bear the primary responsibility for securing water for domestic use, a 

role that places them at the centre of everyday water practices and household water security 
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(Dapaah and Harris, 2017; Crow and Sultana, 2002). Because women undertake most of the water-

fetching labour, policy frameworks and development discourse, particularly those inspired by SDG 

6 (and IWRM), frequently advocate for their inclusion in water governance spaces. These spaces 

are usually formally constituted such as Water Committees. Feminist scholars, however, caution 

that such advocacy often reinforces the gendered division of labour by legitimising womenôs 

unpaid domestic work, rather than transforming the structural inequalities that produce and sustain 

the gender roles on water (Sultana, 2011; Truelove, 2011). 

At the same time, critical water governance scholars argue that grounding womenôs participation 

solely in their domestic water responsibilities risks reducing participation to a matter of 

representation justice rather than substantive influence. Such representational approach flattens the 

relationality that underpins gender and brings the lapses of WID and Women and Development 

(WAD) that theoretically and practically centred on womenôs inclusion rather than gendered 

relations, back into practice (see Rathgeber, 2003). This is because such perspective suggests that 

the mere presence of women on water committees or governance platforms ñticks the boxò for 

gender equity without shifting decision-making power or addressing the deeper political and power 

dynamics that shape access, authority, and voice (Ahlers and Zwarteveen 2009; Harris, 2009). 

Within such arrangements, women may be physically present in governance structures (mainly 

committees) yet remain excluded from agenda setting, deliberation, or leadership roles, illustrating 

what Cornwall (2008) describes as invited spaces that do not necessarily enable meaningful 

participation. Cleaver and Hamada (2010) doubt the workability of such committees in taking 

substantive water decisions all together. 

Furthermore, FPE scholarship emphasises that gendered inequalities in water governance are 

embedded not only in material tasks but also in cultural norms, intersecting identities, and power 
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relations that mediate whose knowledge counts, who speaks, and who is heard (Sultana, 2021; 

Elmhirst, 2011). Thus, participation premised on womenôs domestic roles alone risks obscuring 

the broader intersectional constraints, such as age, marital status, lineage, or socio spiritual 

authority, that limit their agency, and particularly important in most settings.  

The foregoing critiques illuminate why calls for womenôs inclusion in water governance must go 

beyond numeric representation. Meaningful participation requires recognising women not merely 

as domestic water providers but as actors whose knowledge, lived experiences, and intersectional 

identities shape water governance practices in complex and diverse ways. The nature of gender 

mainstreaming in present-day water governance shaped by the targets of the SDGs (and IWRM) 

problematically shifts attention from the deep-rooted politics and simplicity related to the 

uniqueness and diversity of females that make up everyday lives in local settings. 
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Table 1: Global-Ghana policy frameworks and positions on gender and IWRM 

Source / Institution Position on gender and IWRM Implementation challenges identified Authors 

Global Water 

Partnership (GWP) 

Gender mainstreaming is essential to 

achieving SDG 6.5 on IWRM, linked 

closely with SDG 5. UNEP monitors 

SDG 6.5.1; global progress shows 

improvements but persistent gaps. 

Persistent implementation gaps despite policy 

commitments.  

Weak integration of gender indicators in national 

IWRM systems.  

Limited capacity in many countries to collect 

sex disaggregated data. 

GWP (2021). 

UN Women, UNEP 

and Global Water 

Partnership:  Joint 

Policy Brief (2025) 

Calls for gender integration across water 

governance; highlights 

under representation of women, lack of 

sex disaggregated and intersectional 

data, and identifies seven pathways for 

strengthening implementation. 

Under representation of women in 

decision making.  

Weak data systems for monitoring progress.  

Institutional resistance to shifting entrenched 

governance norms. 

UN Women et al. 

(2025). 
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UNEP-DHI, Cap Net 

UNDP, Gender and 

Water Alliance: 

Training Course 

(2024ï25) 

Provides global training aligned with 

ñwhy gender matters in IWRMò. The 

training focuses on moving from 

ñtheory-to-practiceò. 

Capacity building not evenly distributed across 

regions.  

Translation of training into actual policy adoption 

remains limited.  

Gaps between technical training and 

on the ground realities. 

UNEP DHI et al. 

(2025). 

UN Water / IWRM 

Action Hub 

Provides technical guidance, tools, and 

communities of practice for 

implementing gender responsive IWRM 

at the global level. 

Countries adopt tools unevenly.  

Limited national level institutionalisation of 

ñbestò practices.  

Persistent gap between global frameworks and 

local realities. 

UNWater (2024). 

UNEP: SDG 6.5.1 

Global IWRM 

Monitoring Reports 

Tracks global implementation of IWRM 

(indicator 6.5.1) and informs national 

gender mainstreaming efforts. 

Slow progress on achieving target 6.5.1.  

National reporting systems vary widely in quality.  

Gender components still weakly embedded in 

most IWRM monitoring frameworks. 

UNEP (2024).  
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Ministry of Gender, 

Children and Social 

Protection 

(MoGCSP): National 

Gender Policy 2025ï

2034 (Ghana) 

Provides Ghanaôs current official 

framework for gender mainstreaming 

across all sectors, including water; 

emphasises justice, equity, data systems, 

and participation. 

Policy to practice gap remains significant.  

Local institutions lack resources to implement 

guidelines.  

Weak coordination between national policy and 

district level water governance. 

UN in Ghana (2026). 

MoGCSP: National 

Gender Policy (2015) 

Establishes foundational commitments 

for gender mainstreaming used by 

ministries and agencies including water 

institutions. 

Outdated elements relative to current SDG and 

IWRM needs.  

Persistent institutional bottlenecks in 

mainstreaming gender across ministries.  

Weak enforcement mechanisms. 

MoGCSP (2015). 

Ministry of Health: 

National Health Sector 

Gender Policy (2024) 

Aligns with MoGCSP policy; stresses 

cross sectoral collaboration, 

constitutional obligations, and gender 

responsiveness in service delivery. 

Inter ministerial coordination challenges.  

Healthïwater linkages insufficiently articulated 

in practice.  

Limited gender budgeting at operational level. 

MoH (2024).  
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MWHWR: Water 

sector and related 

analyses 

Sector policies guide water governance; 

gender integration remains uneven. 

CGIAR analyses show how ministries 

interpret gender obligations within 

IWRM frameworks. 

Gender provisions here are often symbolic rather 

than operational, such performative governance 

has limited effects on gender mainstreaming and 

brings WID simplicities back to water 

governance.  

Fragmented institutional responsibilities across 

water agencies.  

Limited budget allocations for gender 

mainstreaming. 

Ministry of Finance 

(2025); MWHWR 

(2025); Lasiter and 

Stawicki (2014).  

Source: Authorôs construct.
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As synthesised in Table 1, whilst global agencies articulate strong commitments to gender in 

IWRM, the adaptation gaps remain pervasive due to the unalignment with the unique socio-

cultural contexts that shape the world. Relatedly, Evaristo et al. (2023) and Biswas (2008) raise 

questions about the workability of the IWRM due to the complex and unique traditions of various 

geographies of the world that challenge a uniform traction of solution. Benson et al. (2020) argue 

that the top-down and technocratic approach of the IWRM often riddle its practical application in 

developing countries due to diversity in cultural, economic and political contexts. Such 

technocratic and engineering fixtures are towards managing natural causes of water scarcity such 

as climate change, drought and flooding with limited interest in normalised political, cultural, and 

economic processes that create uneven access to water (Truelove, 2019). Section 2.4 develops 

these critiques further by examining how technocratic IWRM assumptions collide with Ghanaôs 

plural water governance institutions. 

Evolving evidence on intersectional-shaped research (see Ifejika Speranza and Bikketi, 2017) 

also criticises the stereotyping of the present nature of gender mainstreaming in water governance 

research and practice as it treats females (especially women) as a homogenous group. This 

assumption is false, even among equally racialised females such as Black women. This difference 

presents complex and multiple positionalities that challenge the very justification of 

representational justice and equity on which gender mainstreaming is situated. Moreover, whilst 

the inter-sex representation between males and females in decision-making in general (and that 

of water) may indicate a deficit of female representation, it is neither the case that all males 

possess similar representational capacity to engage in water decisions. Thus, regardless of the 

wider female to male representation deficits in decision-making being wider, some females may 

possess the masculine ability to engage in decision-making in a way that a group of males may 
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not possess. These dynamics rest on the deep-rooted intersectional interplay that binds societies 

in which people are unequally positioned along economic, social, and cultural lines, not just 

gender and sexual lines (Ifejika Speranza and Bikketi, 2017). Africa has predominantly featured 

in this conversation (see Naiga et al., 2024; Olagunju et al., 2019; Adams et al., 2018; Sanusi, 

2018; Ifejika Speranza and Bikketi, 2017; Dikito-Wachtmeister, 2000). The subsequent text 

unbundles the various angles of water governance.  

Water governance involves the whole continuum of influences and decisions on water 

management (Pahl-Wostl, 2019; World Water Assessment Programme, 2006). This continuum 

captures global, national, sub-national and local level institutions and structures geared toward 

ensuring that water is sustained for agricultural, domestic and industrial purposes.  It is within the 

continuum of influence that gender mainstreaming is located. Whilst other aspects of water 

governance do not end with gender, it is predominantly essentialised to depict that the absence of 

ñbalancedò gender representation in water governance results in water problems. This reasoning 

carries the potential to blur the strong and ongoing political decisions by governments that have 

a grip on water issues. In reality, gender mainstreaming and balanced access to water are not 

mutually inclusive nor directly proportional to each other. This is because having a focus on 

gender representation in committees will ordinarily not fix the financial, technical, technocratic 

and managerial lapses that create and sustain water problems. 

According to Nang et al. (2011), the processes of water governance should involve the systematic 

participation of a wide spectrum of public, private and community-based stakeholders in the 

planning, operation and management of water resources and sources. Adjakloe (2021) argues that 

water governance at the local and lower levels is the coordination of actions, a network of 

stakeholders, various sectors of society, and power relations for development, thereby shifting 
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focus from centrally administered and service-oriented management of water to a user-based and 

resource-centred management system. Whereas the above descriptions of water governance bring 

stakeholdersô participation into perspective, Gender and Water Alliance-GWA (2006) indicate 

that ñgoodò water governance drives on the principles of equity, gender sensitivity, efficiency, 

socio-economic and environmental sensitivity to arrive at sustainable use and equitable sharing 

of water resources to meet the needs and interests of diverse groups of men and women.   

Over the years, gender sensitivity criteria in water governance have largely been reduced to the 

presence or absence of women in decision making spaces, most commonly in formally organised 

mechanisms such as local water committees (Cleaver and Hamada, 2010). This approach, as 

discussed in Section 2.5.1, inadvertently recycles WID logics by equating gender with womenôs 

representation and assuming that adding women into existing structures will correct inequities. 

From a GAD perspective, however, such framing is fundamentally limited because it treats 

gender as an individual attribute rather than a relational system of power embedded in institutions, 

norms and political priorities. Consequently, focusing on womenôs numerical presence overlooks 

the deeper structural and institutional dynamics (Kolipaka et al., 2026), including political 

prioritisation, resource allocation practices and bureaucratic inefficiencies that shape water access 

and governance outcomes. In doing so, it whitewashes the multidimensional barriers that 

constrain both womenôs and menôs participation and masks the fact that meaningful and equitable 

water governance involve more than meeting representational targets; it requires transforming the 

institutional processes through which decisions are made, authority is exercised, and interests are 

negotiated.  

Water and its governance prominently feature in dominant development and water frameworks 

such as the SDGs and IWRM (Truelove, 2019) due to waterôs impact on livelihoods, socio-
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economic and overall wellbeing of the human population (Qadir et al., 2022). However, Mdee et 

al. (2024) and Loftus (2015) have argued that regardless of the óhopefulnessô of technocratic 

frameworks such as the SDGs in forecasting water accessibility to people for its uses, such 

frameworks often underestimate power and politics in how water is accessed and controlled by 

different social groups within a geographical area. This is because such frameworks often assume 

water scarcity as the product of natural factors such as drought, climate change, groundwater 

depletion and declining water tables (Truelove, 2019).  

However, the play of power in water governance carries the potential to define water distribution 

and access which can cause óunnaturalô water scarcity and compromise water availability, beyond 

natural factors (Loftus, 2015). For instance, Ahlers (2010) draws attention to how control of water 

decision-making can result in ñresource captureò and create unequal patterns of access to water. 

Resource capture is a political control of resources shaped by the influence of power to create 

uneven access and benefits. Whilst there is significant consensus that uneven access to water has 

gendered implications and significantly impacts females in places where water access for 

individuals and household uses requires some form of transportation, it has different impacts on 

different people beyond gender and sexual categories. For instance, in middle-class homes with 

domestic workers (whether males or females), bear the implications of water availability. 

However, those domestic workers may not have the leverage and opportunity to engage in water 

decisions, assuming participation is meant to achieve justice. 

Ongoing research, for example Abubakari (2025), Kwoyiga (2024) Hannah et al. (2021) and 

Asaba (2015), portray that females (women and girls) are still at the fore of domestic water 

availability. As well, it is often assumed that women in Africa, especially those in rural parts are 

mostly responsible for growing, storing, processing, and preparing food, handling livestock, 
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gathering food, fodder, and fuel wood, managing the domestic water supply, and providing most 

of the labour for post-harvest activities (Mbow et al. 2019). The foremost responsibilities of most 

rural women in Africa, and even urban and peri-urban areas, have stronger connections with the 

availability of water and the decisions regarding use, access to, and control of water. As such, it 

is argued that the presence and participation of women, who are most affected by water decisions 

are important in water governance because they possess important information, knowledge and 

skills regarding the availability, quality, reliability, and purity of water sources across the contexts 

of household and communal levels (Fauconnier et al., 2018; Green and Baden, 1994; Leach, 

1992), to enhance livelihood options that are connected to water. 

Furthermore, womenôs participation in water governance has been widely advocated by a wide 

range of actors for a variety of reasons. They include the following; making women subjects of 

water governance (Glazebrook and Opoku, 2020), integrating womenôs needs and knowledge 

(Fauconnier et al., 2018; Boateng et al., 2013; ICWE, 1992), enhancing womenôs status (Emenike 

et al., 2017), improved water management (Chachage et al., 1990), accelerate efforts to achieving 

the SDGs (UN, 2015) and increasing womenôs voice in governance in general (Harris, 2009). 

Regardless, women continue to be excluded from water governance mechanisms across the world 

(Hussain, 2007). The foregone arguments make gendering of participation in water discourse 

important, as females (women and girls) presently assume the domestic responsibilities of water 

availability. Although the call against exclusion is justified by the principles of equity in decision-

making, it closes the realities of the many causes of water problems such as political operations 

of a local setting by over dwelling on gender balance as the solution to water problems. 

Whilst Benson et al. (2020) argue that the concept of óparticipationô is often vaguely defined and 

misused in the management of water, the nature of participation in water governance, especially 
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that of gender mainstreaming mainly dwells on representational participation. Meanwhile, gender 

mainstreaming is one of the very essentialised and misplaced concepts in water decision-making. 

Relatedly, Cleaver and Toner (2006) have argued that representational participation does not 

necessarily meet the needs of the poor and marginalised. This is because the emphasis on 

representation mainly focuses on women and their presence in formal governance spaces such as 

water committees (Cleaver and Hamada, 2010). This becomes a priority by national and local 

implementation bodies due to meeting percentages for external funding and credit for ógoodô 

governance practices at certain times and in some contexts (Opare, 2005).  

In essence, an evolving set of studies has established that such committees do not resolve the 

deep-rooted politics that are associated with the assemblage of decisions on water availability and 

access. Consequently, real-time politics and power that influence participation and decisions on 

water are taken for granted (Adams et al., 2018). Meanwhile, Blomquist and Schlager (2005) 

indicate that as soon as choices are present, the role of politics is present. Hence, the politics of 

representation and the dynamics of power surrounding representation require deeper interrogation 

towards being shaped along the multiple complexities that relate to water decisions in practice 

and research. This is because power and politics are everywhere and sometimes manifested 

through less visible norms that may not be seen in explicit laws, rules, hierarchies (Zwarteveen 

and Boelens, 2017), and structures. Hence, it is important to acknowledge the fibres of politics 

and power in water decisions in terms of representation, ideas and benefits, else water governance 

risks excluding the very people affected by water decisions ï the needy and marginalised, 

including some women and some groups of men.  

Framing water decisions along the complexity of the politics of representation requires carefully 

engaging the intersectional perspectives that shape discussions on actors' unique positions. This 
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is because without recognition of contextual and socio-cultural intersections, one may assume 

that the dominance of men in water decision-making spaces indicate that every man can assume 

decision spaces to influence decision or that the proportional presence of women in decision 

making mechanism is enough to enhance water decisions and shape water decisions to increase 

the efforts to solving water issues. However, Adam et al. (2018), Sultana (2011) and Mdee (2008) 

found that in Malawi, India and Tanzania, respectively, preconditions and intersections including 

age, ethnicity, economic status, caste, religion, gender and sex can interplay with social networks, 

and socio-cultural practices to create and reinforce spaces of marginalization, tokenism and 

exclusion in decision making. 

The contention is that the agenda setting and interests on gender and water governance have 

centred on the representation of women in water decision-making ï often a reflection of 

ómainstreamô water governance and development frameworks. Rarely does it capture the politics 

of ówho gets representedô and óhow the voice and ideas of the represented informs decisions on 

use, access to, and control of water and whether such presence discount the multiple and complex 

water problems, which include finance, political prioritisation and natural causes. For instance, 

authors including Clement (2012) argue that there has been extensive research on women and 

water with the central focus on elements such as the gender division of tasks and labour, right to 

access water and the decision-making processes with regards to womenôs involvement in water 

management organisations, committees and institutions-formal and informal. On the contrary, 

Harcourt (2019), Truelove (2019), and Fauconnier et al. (2018) have argued that even though 

research and practice on gender have focused on womenôs presence in formal water governance 

strategies, they have been insufficient about the politics associated with representation and the 

nature of the participation in the governance of water, especially as it concerns gender. 
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Politics and power play are often ignored in the representation of women and marginalised 

persons in decisions regarding water distribution, access and control in instances where local level 

authority can define such. Consequently, Osumanu et al. (2014) and Zwarteveen and Boelens 

(2017) suggest that policy on water governance should focus on deeply entrenched political, 

cultural, and economic processes that underlie and determine unequal access to water for different 

people. For instance, although Zwarteveen and Boelens (2017) argue that participation of water 

users relates to representational justice (political involvement in control and decision-making 

regarding sharing in water decisions at local management levels and at broader scales of water 

governance such as national and sub-national levels), Truelove (2019) and Mehta (2014) indicate 

that it is appropriate that patterns, including sex, class, ethnicity and several differentiations and 

inequalities, are questioned in the participation spectrum of water governance. Furthermore, 

Mdee (2008) uses an ethnographic study in Uchira, Tanzania to highlight how age, gender and 

wealth interplay with social networks, kinship and cultural norms to define individual agency and 

motivations to participate in collective actions, including water decisions in Uchira. These 

dynamics throw light on the politics and power that these patterns create to influence water 

decisions and the benefits that accrue thereof.  

Based on the foregone arguments, gender mainstreaming in water governance requires much 

more contextual interrogation, shaped by decoloniality and criticality, than the current 

representation-driven nature of it. This shaping requires engaging FPE arguments on water 

governance, which is very critical in efforts towards decolonising the gender mainstreaming and 

social participation in management decision-making processes and the outcomes. This is because 

analysing the current dynamics of social participation, especially as it relates to gender and the 

emphasis on women in water governance often relies on Western assumptions of gender ï which 
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rarely go beyond just the representation of women to capture intersectional issues including age, 

economic and educational status, religion, ethnicity, culture and class that often affect both the 

presence and the voice of particular women in decision-making processes regarding resource 

governance.  

Consequently, frameworks shaped by such assumptions have been widely criticised for their 

skewness and over dwelling on females. Hence, this study resonates with the few but evolving 

studies including Hillesland and Doss (2024), Sultana (2021), Harcourt (2019), Truelove (2019) 

and Fauconnier et al. (2018), that explore gender and water governance by engaging the complex 

and intersecting dynamics of water stakeholders, their interests, the politics of use, access and 

control over the appropriation of water resources and benefits, and how prevailing access 

mechanisms on water include or exclude particular groups. 

2.3 Framing waterscape and institutional bricolage in the water governance (of Ghana) 

There is consensus in scholarship that the numerous benefits accrued from natural resources, such 

as water, cannot be overemphasised (Bonye et al., 2023). These benefits have shaped the 

interaction between water resources and human actions. This relationship has influenced the 

ecological make-up of water resources, especially surface water bodies, as their flow is shaped 

by space and time (Höllermann and Evers, 2020; Karpouzoglou and Vij, 2017). Within this 

relationship is the concept of power (Swyngedouw, 2000). Whilst power is fundamentally fluid 

(Foucault, 1983), legislative instruments can shape the ways in which power is accumulated to 

influence human interactions with water resources and their appropriation. The interactions 

between water and human actions shaped by power connote waterscape. 

Waterscape scholarship is rooted in political ecology, which foregrounds that water is never just a 

physical resource, but a socio political entity shaped by power, authority and historical processes. 
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Political ecology argues that access to and control over resources such as water are structured by 

socio political relations, institutional arrangements, and historical trajectories of power, rather than 

by hydrological characteristics alone (Swyngedouw, 1997). Early political ecology scholars such 

as Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) demonstrated how environmental problems emerge through 

structural inequalities rooted in colonial histories, state power, and capitalist development agendas. 

Robbins (2019) and Escobar (1999) later reinforced the idea that natural resources are always 

socio politically produced, contested, and situated within broader regimes of governance and 

knowledge. Building on this foundation, waterscape thinking extends political ecology by 

conceptualising water as part of a wider hydro social field in which material flows, infrastructure, 

everyday practices, meanings, and governance arrangements co produce each other (Linton and 

Budds, 2014; Swyngedouw, 2009). 

The concept of waterscape has been used and defined differently to connote the relationship 

between society and water resources. For instance, Linton and Budds (2014) and Budds (2009) 

have used the term ñhydro-social cycleò to depict waterscape highlighting water as simultaneously 

material and social, continually shaped by authority, struggle, and inequality whilst Ioris (2017) 

and Boelens et al. (2016) have rather used ñhydro-social territoriesò to depict waterscape. However, 

Flaminio et al. (2022) have argued that the context and the scale of use of these terms by the various 

authors embody some differences than mere interchanging of terms. Waterscape embodies the 

interactions between water and society and sometimes shape cultural identities (Boelens, 2014). 

Boelens (2014) further illustrates how water rights, cultural norms, and local governance 

institutions, particularly in marginalised areas serve as sites of negotiation and contestations, where 

formal and customary systems intersect.  
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The literature on waterscape frames water as a site of power; where power defines the flow of 

water. This power-bound interaction is shaped by the ways in which water travels in time and 

space as it is shaped by culture and geography (Karpouzoglou and Vij, 2017). Waterscapes are not 

socially and ecologically neutral (Swyngedouw et al., 2002). Situated within waterscape are the 

unequal power relations that sometimes produce unequal and gendered outcomes (Karpouzoglou 

and Vij, 2017). It is within the unequal power situated in waterscapes that FPE scholars frame 

gendered outcomes in water governance. For instance, Truelove (2011) draws on FPE to argue 

that these social relations of power sometimes produce gendered outcomes. The next paragraph 

discusses the waterscape of Ghana. 

The waterscape of Ghana is not neutral. It is an assemblage of dynamic socio ecological 

characteristics shaped by spatialised manifestations of political ecology, revealing how patterns 

of exclusion, authority, contestation, and inequality are sedimented in everyday water practices 

(Amankwaa et al., 2025; Adams et al., 2019). These patterns are embedded in political decisions, 

economic interests, cultural worldviews, and uneven power relations. The Ghanaian waterscape 

manifests through a dual governance system: modern/neoliberal and customary/localised 

paradigms. This is similar to many developing countries (Merrey and Cook, 2012). These 

paradigms are embedded in the broader discourse of worldviews that underlie them. For instance, 

the modern/liberal paradigms are shaped as formal governance strategies. These are fronted by 

the state management strategy, which is rooted in contemporary water governance frameworks 

underpinned in the SDGs and IWRM. Among many other features, neoliberal frameworks 

position water as an economic good with formal state management and appropriation authority. 

This position shapes the way in which water policies from the neoliberal paradigm are framed. 

This formal expectations of water governance are challenged by the empirical material presented 
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in this thesis, especially as it relates to customary/localised paradigms of water governance. 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven reveal the different ways these formalities in water governance is 

challenged by local cultures and worldviews.  

The customary/localised paradigm is shaped by the deep-rooted cultural and worldviews of local 

people, which are embedded in their physical and non-physical connections with water. In this 

paradigm, water is framed as a social and cultural entity than an economic good. The position of 

bricolage in these two paradigms is the assemblage of principles from both paradigms, neoliberal 

and customary, that interact at various levels in the everyday institutional governance of water at 

the broader national or local levels. Institutional bricolage ñis a process by which people 

consciously and unconsciously draw on existing social and cultural arrangements to shape 

institutions in response to changing situations...the resulting institutions are a mix of 'modern' and 

'traditional', 'formal' and 'informal'ò (Cleaver, 2001, p.27). Cleaverôs (2001) use of ñconsciouslyò 

and ñunconsciouslyò depict that bricolage can be deliberate (mechanical) or 

undeliberate/accidental (organic). Bricolage focuses on the amendable outcomes produced 

through the negotiating interactions between institutions that shape the different paradigms of 

water resource governance (Haider and Cleaver, 2023; Cleaver, 2002). 

The water governance systems of Ghana already manifest some form of bricolage (Merrey and 

Cook, 2012), where customary and modern systems of water governance exist in complementary 

than in contradiction (Ampomah and Opoku-Ankomah, 2008). However, the Government of 

Ghana through the District Assembly defines what is acceptable and unacceptable in the 

interactions between the customary and modern systems of water governance (Opoku-Agyemang, 

2005). In Chapter Six, I unpack how the customary and modern systems of water governance 

interact within the waterscape of Ghana. Table 2 shows the various sources, their nature of access 
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and control, and scale of interest and politics in Ghana. It provides an overview of the waterscape 

of Ghana.
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Table 2: Sources of water, the nature and scale of access and control politics in Ghana 

Source of water Nature of access and control  Scale of interest and politics Reference 

Groundwater 

Borehole 

Wells 

Etcetera 

 

Domestic access and use  Domestic 

Communal/local level 

National 

 

Schwartz and Zhang (2024). 

Amuah et al. (2022). 

Gumma and Pavelic (2013). 

Yidana (2010). 

Anayah and Kaluarachchi (2009) 

Gyau-Boakye et al. (2008). 

Communal entitlement 

Agricultural use 

Industrial use (small, medium and 

large scales) 

National supply (GWCL, CWSA, etc) 

 

Surface water 

Sea 

Rivers 

Streams 

Ponds 

Etcetera 

Domestic access and use  Domestic 

Communal/local level 

National 

Regional 

International 

 

 

Djokoto (2023).   

Tsikata (2022). 

Bessah et al. (2021). 

Yeleliere et al. (2018). 

Asare-Donkor and Adimado (2016). 

Cappellazzo (2016). 

Communal access and cultural 

entitlements 

Agricultural  

Use 

Industrial use (small, medium and 

large scales) 

National electricity gridding 

National supply (GWCL, CWSA, etc.) 

National and regional transportation 

International use and controls regimes 

Source: Authorôs construct.
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2.4 IWRM governance in Ghana and Bamboi 

This section focuses on the governance of IWRM in Ghana, and how it relates to formal and 

informal structures in Ghana. The IWRM rests on three core principles; efficiency, equity, and 

sustainability of water resources (Yeleliere et al., 2018). In Ghana, these principles are formally 

operationalised through a range of GoG structures, notably the Ministry of Lands and Natural 

Resources and the decentralised local government system comprising District, Municipal, and 

Metropolitan Assemblies. Whilst the Ministry operates under central government and is 

headquartered in Accra, the District Assembly (DA) forms part of Ghanaôs three-tier decentralised 

governance architecture (Mohammed et al., 2025). The DA functions iteratively: it implements 

central government policies and plans at the local level, while simultaneously conveying local 

development priorities upward through the NDPC (NDPC, 2021). 

The NDPC serves as the strategic coordinating body integrating global commitments, including 

the SDGs and IWRM into national development strategies (NDPC, 2020; Tandoh-Offin, 2019; 

Monney and Antwi-Agyei, 2018). Consequently, sectoral plans produced by Ministries, and later 

implemented through local government structures, often reflect SDG targets, including those 

related to water governance (NDPC, 2020). Within this framework, the Bole District Assembly, 

the local government authority responsible for Bamboi, becomes the primary implementing 

institution for the SDGs and IWRM-related interventions in the village (Bole District Assembly, 

2022).  

Throughout this thesis, I have demonstrated that the governance of water in Ghana involves a wide 

constellation of institutions operating at multiple scales (Frimpong et al., 2021; Dapaah and Harris, 

2017). Figure 27 provides a succinct illustration of the institutional arrangements underpinning 
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water policy implementation in Ghana. Although the IWRM provides a formal conduit for 

governance of water at a macro-level (central governance and strategic spaces such as the NDPC), 

it dwindles at informal and micro-levels where local people interact with physical water resources. 

Thus, the persistent gap in Ghanaôs IWRM implementation lies in the limited capacity of these 

institutional arrangements to meaningfully incorporate informal water governance systems, many 

of which are long established, autochthonous, indigenous, endogenous, culturally embedded, and 

predating the modern state (Kosoe et al., 2025; Cleaver and Whaley, 2018). This gap, widely 

observed across the country, contributes to ongoing challenges in the workability and contextual 

relevance of IWRM (Agyenim and Gupta, 2012). It also generates confusion and tension around 

the autonomy and authority of longstanding water preservation rituals and practices in places such 

as Bamboi. The resulting disjuncture underscores the incomplete nature of Ghanaôs water 

governance landscape, which continues to privilege formal state centred approaches and structures 

while insufficiently recognising locally driven, water governance institutions.  

Beyond the integrative challenges that underline the IWRM in Ghana, the efficiency component 

of the framework drives access to water from supply-driven nature to a market-centred system 

with extractive neoliberal tendencies. These tendencies frame water as an economic good which 

must be extracted for the fiscal benefits it could accrue whilst sidelining the many relational 

attributes associated with water. These dynamics produce technocratic commodification, where 

water is framed as a measurable, priced, and administratively managed resource rather than a 

relational or spiritual entity. Meanwhile, Bamboi continues to rely on informal, relational, and 

spiritual forms of stewardship to water resources.  

Furthermore, the uniform pathway of governing water from IWRM framework has been 

problematised in water scholarship due to its assumption of universality, coherence, and 
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institutional functionality in water governance structures in different countries. For example, 

Evaristo et al. (2023) and Biswas (2008) have doubted the workability of the IWRM due to the 

complex and unique traditions of various geographies of the world that challenge a uniform 

traction of solution. This is because societies are characterised by diverse socio-cultural water 

relations and fragmented governance systems. IWRMôs technocratic orientation overlooks the 

gendered, relational, and emotional dimensions of how people engage with water (see Langill, 

2025; Joshi et al., 2024). These insights challenge the frameworkôs tendency to treat water as a 

depersonalised resource whose value lies in measurable extraction and economic terms. Instead, 

the thesis demonstrates how gendered water identities, embodied practices, and local forms of 

stewardship disrupt the rationales and technicalities underlying IWRM and exposes the limitations 

of the framework in capturing the relational, place-based, and evolving nature of water practices 

in Bamboi, where governance is neither integrated but dispersed, negotiated, and shaped by 

everyday interactions and safeguarding practices. 

Ghanaôs IWRM practices provide the formal, state led architecture for water governance: policy 

is coordinated centrally and operationalised through national and decentralised institutions (for 

example, the NDPC, Ministries, Metropolitan, Municipal, and District Assemblies - MMDAs, 

CWSA), which translate SDG/IWRM targets into sectoral plans and local implementation 

mandates. In practice, this formal architecture remains technocratic and commodifying, shifting 

water toward a measurable, priced, administratively managed ñeconomic goodò (efficiency, equity 

and sustainability), whilst struggling to meaningfully integrate long standing informal and 

customary systems that organise water use and authority at village level. In Bamboi, these limits 

are especially visible: despite national IWRM frameworks, everyday governance continuously rely 

on informal, relational and spiritual stewardship that residents view as legitimate, effective and 
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obligatory. I conceptualise the resulting arrangement as institutional (water) bricolage, a negotiated 

assemblage of formal (state, policy driven) and informal (customary, cosmological, everyday) 

practices that, together, shape the waterscape and determine who can decide, with what authority, 

and to what effect. 

2.5 Setting the decolonial premises 

This section sets the premises and basis on which decolonisation in research and its 

problematisation of how coloniality still shapes policy and practice in contemporary times is 

justified. The section begins by unpacking the conceptual foundation, definition and its 

justification of decolonisation. The study does this by borrowing from the thinking of Mignolo and 

Walsh (2018). The duo argued that without modernity/coloniality, decolonisation would not exist, 

thus, decolonisation is justified because colonisation exists; something to decolonise (Mignolo and 

Walsh, 2018). Garside (2021) suffices their argument by highlighting that decoloniality makes 

coloniality visible, and by seeing coloniality, decolonial thinking emerges. Her argument prompts 

that decoloniality is a critical critique of the relics that colonisation has left behind, creating 

unequal relations in knowledge scholarship, research work, literature reviews and global policies. 

Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2023; 2021) and Tobi (2020) have argued that this epistemic injustice requires 

deeper interrogation. Mignolo and Walsh (2018) describe this interrogation as ñepistemic 

disobedienceò. Epistemic disobedience relates to the deliberate decentring of knowledge 

production methodologies and embodiments from Western and Eurocentric standards that 

invisibilise different forms of knowing (Deridder et al., 2020), such as African epistemologies. It 

is within the action of epistemic disobedience that ñepistemic freedomò breeds (see Ndlovu-

Gatsheni, 2018). Epistemic freedom holds the potential for concepts such as African feminisms to 

shape the discursive nature of gender discourses beyond Western frameworks. Here, African 
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feminisms is viewed as a decolonial site for the discursive engagement of coloniality in gender 

(Lugones, 2010). This will shape the way gender has been unjustly framed and subsumed in the 

purview of Western centrism. The next section unpacks the way African feminisms embody the 

decolonial framing of gender, especially as it relates to women. 

2.5.1 Recentring gender in development:  GAD, African feminisms and intersectionality 

Debates on gender in development have shifted from WID to WAD and, most consequentially, 

GAD. GAD reconceptualises gender not as attributes possessed by women but as a relational 

system of power produced through institutions, structures, norms, and everyday interactions 

(Miller and Razavi, 1995; Kabeer, 1994; Rathgeber, 1990). This shift from ñwomenò to ñgender 

relationsò marks a critical departure from WID/WAD approaches, foregrounding how households, 

markets, customary authorities, bureaucracies, and social networks organise access, voice, and 

responsibility. In this regard, GAD directs attention to the institutional and political processes that 

produce and sustain unequal and gendered outcomes, rather than to the simple presence or absence 

of women in decision making arenas (Miller and Razavi, 1995; Kabeer, 1994; Molyneux, 1981). 

In practice, however, GADôs relational insights are frequently obscured by technocratic 

mainstreaming that prioritises numeric targets and committee representation over transformations 

in underlying power relations (Unterhalter, 2025; Jaquette, 2017). As a result, gender 

mainstreaming often reverts to WID style participation which oversimplify the presence of women 

to gender equity, with limited interrogation of who sets agendas, exercises authority, or controls 

decision spaces (Jaquette, 2017; Cornwall, 2008; Walby, 2005). This theoryïpractice gap reduces 

ñgenderò to a managerial category and obscures the socio cultural, political, and economic 

relations that structure participation and voice (Cornwall, 2008; Walby, 2005). 
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These concerns are particularly visible in water governance. A GAD lens reveals that gendered 

outcomes hinge less on sex categories than on proximity to authority, institutional embeddedness, 

and intersecting forms of social positioning (White, 2000). In Bamboi, for instance, influence over 

water decisions is shaped by lineage and kinship, ritual authority, seniority, and connections to 

bureaucratic networks. These relational configurations (not female/male binaries) determine 

whose knowledge carries weight in decisions about water access, use, and stewardship. This aligns 

GAD with intersectional critiques of universalised gender mainstreaming and resonates with 

African feminisms analyses that insist on situated, relational understandings of power (Tamale, 

2020). The remainder of the section therefore engages African feminisms and intersectionality as 

key analytical resources for unpacking the deep rooted relational dynamics of gender and water 

governance. 

African feminisms provide both a historical and theoretical platform for critiquing the 

universalising tendencies of Western feminisms, especially their insufficient attention to 

contextual difference in theorising, practising, and evaluating ñgender equalityò in non Western 

settings. Within this tradition, intersectionality functions as a critical lens that contests universalist 

claims embedded in global development frameworks, including the SDGs. Since Crenshawôs 

(1989) seminal articulation, African feminist scholarship has localised intersectionality to make 

visible structural discrimination beyond class, gender, race, and sex (Fofie, 2025; Beoku Betts, 

2021; Tamale, 2020; Mama, 2019; Marais, 2019; Nkealah, 2016; Ahikire, 2014; Mikell, 1997; 

Acholonu, 1995; Dolphyne, 1991; Amadiume, 1987; Thiam, 1986; Steady, 1985). Authors 

highlight, for example, the salience of age/seniority (Oyewumi, 1997), ethnicity (Mohammed, 

2023; Mirza, 2014), and political economic positioning (Mikell, 1997), thereby demonstrating that 

the categories that shape gendered outcomes are both multiple and context specific. 
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More broadly, intersectionality is now a widely used framework for analysing power relations 

across social life (Collins, 2019; McCall, 2005). Located within decolonial critiques of the 

ñcolonial matrix of power,ò it treats the interplay of race, gender, class and other axes as 

constitutive of hierarchical social orders (Tlostanova et al., 2019). Intersectionality enables 

analyses of how micro level social positions intersect to produce macro level inequalities and how 

institutions encode and reproduce those inequalities through categorisations of inclusion/exclusion 

(Collins, 2019; 1998). Importantly, these social identities ï gender, sex, class, race, marital and 

parental status, and other embodied markers ï signify heterogeneous positions of privilege and 

precarity, historically and culturally constituted (McCall, 2005; Collins, 1998). 

Late twentieth century scholarship used intersectionality to expose the limits of dominant Western 

feminist organising for understanding the multiplicity of Black womenôs experiences in the 

diaspora (Collins, 2019; Harnois, 2010). Whilst some critique the field for centring women of 

colour as its ñprototypical intersectional subjectsò (Nash, 2008) or for its potential to become a 

routinised buzzword (Aldrin Salskov, 2020; Warner et al., 2020; Ahmed, 2013), its 

open endedness is precisely what has allowed it to travel, expand, and remain analytically 

generative across contexts (Davis, 2008). Thus, although initially focused on raceïgenderïsex 

(Crenshaw, 1989), intersectionality now routinely incorporates ethnicity, age, socio economic 

status and other categories across Western and non Western settings. This flexibility is crucial for 

a Ghanaian ethnography that decentres ñwomen as genderò to interrogate the multi scalar 

assemblages through which water governance includes and excludes differently positioned people. 

African feminisms and intersectionality do two things for this thesis. First, they expose the 

reductive conceptualisation of ñgenderò that underpins much policy and practice, foregrounding 

instead the heterogeneous and relational nature of social positioning that shapes everyday 
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inclusion/exclusion. Second, they provide a non Western, decolonial analytic anchored in African 

intellectual traditions, thereby contributing to epistemic diversification in knowledge production 

and to more contextfocused approaches to water governance (Beoku Betts, 2021; Tamale, 2020; 

Mama, 2019). The next section is a critical engagement of decolonial framings and African 

feminisms to problematise the westernisation and universalisation of gender theorisation and 

practice. 

2.5.2 Decolonising feminism(s): the paradigms of African feminisms 

Decolonial scholarship has increasingly highlighted that knowledge systems shaped by colonial 

relationships continue to structure how development, governance, and gender are conceptualised 

in much of the Global South. Scholars argue that when Western epistemologies are uncritically 

applied in contexts vastly different from those in which they were produced, they frequently 

generate outcomes that are conceptually inadequate and practically ineffective (Ndofirepi and 

Ndofirepi, 2020; Tobi, 2020; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018). Such critiques have fuelled wider 

intellectual efforts to expose, unsettle, and reframe the Eurocentric foundations that underpin 

knowledge production in Africa ï particularly in gender discourse, where Western theories, 

categories and assumptions long dominated (Tamale, 2020). As Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) notes, 

aspirations for Africaôs economic, political and social transformation cannot be realised without 

simultaneously decolonising the epistemic foundations that define those aspirations. 

African perspectives and knowledge production ï rooted in context, subjectivity, spiritual 

worldviews, and lived experience ï have historically been rendered secondary or ñotheredò when 

measured against Eurocentric norms (Balogun and Woldegiorgis, 2025; Oyewumi, 1997; Collins, 

1990; Asante, 1983; 1980). The persistence of these hierarchies validates Mignoloôs (2011) call 



   
 

62 
 

for knowledge production to be anchored in decolonial principles capable of disrupting the 

dominance of Western epistemic authority and undoing its universalist ambitions. However, 

despite several decades of decolonial critique (Tamale, 2020; Steady, 2005), African 

epistemologies remain underexplored across disciplines (Etuk and Ibuot, 2024; Dzisah and 

Kpessa-Whyte, 2023; Boateng, 2016; Kisiang'ani, 2004). Binary categories such as ñrural/urbanò, 

ñtraditional/modernò, ñcentre/marginsò, and ñdeveloped/developingò continue to obscure the 

complexities of African societies and reproduce reductive imaginaries of African womanhood 

(Dengler and Seebacher, 2019; Boateng, 2016; hooks, 1984). The obscuring of complexities by 

Western cultures spans across the Global South (Narayanaswamy, 2014; Mohanty and Torres, 

1991; Mohanty, 1984).  

As such, the need to dismantle Eurocentric universalisms cannot be underplayed (Dengler and 

Seebacher, 2019) in an effort to decolonise knowledge production about worldviews and 

perspectives of Africans in Africa, and global discourses. Meanwhile, decolonisation of 

epistemologies frequently centres race as a primary analytic lens, drawing attention to how 

whiteness shapes, limits, and legitimises dominant forms of knowledge production. This focus is 

valuable for interrogating how knowledge geographies are constructed, reproduced and sustained. 

However, its race centeredness constrains its practical engagement in racially homogenous 

contexts such as Ghana (Bamboi), where race does not meaningfully organise social relations. The 

contention is that decolonisation, whilst theoretically useful, can have redundant explanatory reach 

in environments where racial heterogeneity is not a structuring force. It is precisely within this 

limitation that intersectionality offers a more productive and nuanced analytical framework.  

Consequently, foregrounding how multiple axes of identity including gender, age, sex, spirituality, 

status, and kinship intersect to shape lived experience in water makes intersectionality a relevant 
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framing to widen the analytical scope of decolonial critique beyond race and knowledge coloniality 

alone. This shift enables a more grounded analysis of societal interactions in Bamboi, where 

everyday power dynamics emerge not through racial difference but through socio cultural, 

relational, and embodied practices. The subsequent discussion engages and justifies decolonial and 

African feminist epistemologies, including intersectionality to illustrate how they more accurately 

capture the complexities of gender, identity, and power relations in African context. 

The need for epistemic reorientation is especially clear in gender discourse (Bedigen, 2022; 

Narayanaswamy, 2016; Lewis, 2005; Berger and White, 1999). Early knowledge on African 

women emerged from Western feminist paradigms that were neither grounded in African 

histories nor attentive to African social realities (Kisiang'ani, 2004). This calls for the rewriting 

of narratives about gender discourses in Africa (Adomako-Ampofo and Boateng, 2007). Scholars 

such as Wekker (2016), Collins (1989), Lorde (1985), and hooks (1984, 1981) have long argued 

that Western feminist frames lacked the conceptual capacity to account for the lived experiences 

of those positioned at the ñmarginsò. Steady (2005) similarly critiques these paradigms for their 

methodological rigidity, their ñfrozenò representations of African womanhood, and their failure 

to recognise African womenôs heterogeneity. These limitations persist within contemporary 

development frameworks ï including the MDGs and SDGs ï which continue to position African 

women as a homogenous category in need of rescue (Bedigen et al., 2021; Boateng, 2016). 

Whilst Western feminist activisms have contributed significantly to global struggles for womenôs 

political and economic rights, their hegemonic framings have also obscured the diverse realities 

of African women. Historically, Western feminism emerged in Europe and North America in the 

latter part of the 16th century as a response to gendered exclusions such as disenfranchisement 

and labour inequality (Bryson, 2003; Kabeer, 2003). However, its early formations were marked 
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by clear racial divides: white middle class women occupied the ñcentreò of feminist discourse, 

while Black women were relegated to the margins (hooks, 1984; 1981; Izgarjan and Markov, 

2012). The testimonies of Harriet Jacobs and the hyper sexualised exhibition of Saartjie Baartman 

(Mama, 1995) demonstrate how race, sexuality, colonialism, and gender intersected in ways that 

Western feminism failed to acknowledge. Sojourner Truthôs 1851 speech, ñAinôt I a Woman?ò, 

captured this erasure poignantly, revealing how Black womenôs struggles could not be assimilated 

into the prevailing feminist agenda (Truth, 1851; Walker, 1983). 

Hence, there was the need for black women, especially those in the West, to rise and fight for their 

freedoms as well as their political and economic liberation ï a complexity that the white womenôs 

struggle for equality could not assimilate. The complexity and intersectional nature of Black 

womenôs issues required that there were separate activisms that would disentangle issues 

embodied in their unique identities from that of Western-centric feminism. Consequently, African 

feminists did not emerge merely to ñaddò African women into existing feminist frameworks but 

to challenge the epistemic conditions that rendered their experiences unintelligible. Feminists such 

as Kisiang'ani (2004), Hudson-Weems (2003) and Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) insist that African 

women must be understood on their own terms ï not through categories produced elsewhere. 

African feminist writings gained momentum in the 1970s, centred on reclaiming African 

womanhood from misrepresentation and developing context-specific frameworks for analysing 

gender (Mekgwe, 2008; Pala, 1977). This intellectual movement recognised that African womenôs 

lives are shaped not by a singular axis of oppression but by intersecting forces including race, 

ethnicity, religion, nationality, class, and sexuality (Collins, 2019; Cruz, 2015; Nnaemeka, 2013). 

The next paragraph unravels the arguments of African feminists and the various theories that have 
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emanated from African feminisms discourse. The plurality of the term, óAfrican feminismsô is 

justified.  

African women are as diverse as the African continent due to their different backgrounds ï in 

histories, cultures, languages, kinship systems, economic circumstances, and lived experiences 

(Oyewumi, 2003; Mikell, 1997). Hence, African feminisms is as diverse as the African continent 

itself, although there are shared values that can be used as organizing principles in discussions 

about women in Africa (Nkealah, 2006; Kolawole, 2004; Nnaemeka, 2004). It is not surprising 

that Nnolim (1999) remarks that óAfrican Feminismô is a house divided against itself because of 

the different contextual theories emanating from it. However, knowledge and reality construction 

are complex and intersecting (Powell, 2006; Grant et al., 1998). Regardless, Collins (1990) and 

Steady (1987) suggest that African women from all walks of life have enough elements in common 

to form a standpoint that is different from Western feministsô construction of gender. Whilst 

Collins (1990) and Steadyôs (1987) suggestions are important in understanding the standpoint and 

theoretical underpinnings of óAfrican feminismô, it must be stated that there are also a lot of 

unequal contextual elements such as economic, education, religion, and other factors that create 

power to differentiate Africans within the African continent and the diaspora (Steady, 2005).  

Consequently, Nnaemeka (1998) makes a strong argument that it is more accurate to argue in the 

context of the pluralism, óAfrican feminismsô, than in a monolith, óAfrican feminismô, to capture 

the fluidity and multiplicity of the different cultural imperatives, historical forces, localized 

realities, strategies and approaches conditioning womenôs activism, movements and knowledge 

production in Africa. Hence, acknowledging this plurality is crucial not only to avoid essentialising 

African feminist thought but also to ensure that the thesis draws on it in a manner that is grounded, 
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situated, and contextually relevant to unpacking the unique socio-cultural dynamics of Bamboiôs 

waterscape. 

However, a central clarification necessary for this thesis is the recognition that just as Afr ican 

feminisms are not a homogenous body of thought due to the different theoretical and analytic 

orientation that shape it, so are Western feminisms. Whilst the origins and history of Western 

feminisms connect them to European cultures, they have transcended different focus and phases 

of activism through the WID, GID and GAD approaches (Rathgeber, 1990), and evolved through 

different waves and ideological strands, including liberal, radical, Marxist, poststructural, and 

intersectional traditions (Shea, 2023). Each evolution creates unique pathways and distinct 

ontological assumptions that dehomogenise Western feminisms. Recognising this heterogeneity at 

this point is to prevent the construction of a binary in which African feminisms are positioned as 

coherent and authentic whilst Western feminisms are portrayed as monolithic and uniform. Instead, 

this thesis critiques the hegemonic and epistemic whiteness that foreground Western feminist 

scholarship, such as the historical dominance of Eurocentric epistemologies in global gender and 

development discourse. The use of epistemic whiteness here is drawn from Aldrin-Salskov (2020) 

who connects the dominance of knowledge production to the hegemony of Westernism. In the 

view of Kennedy (2007), the dominance of epistemic whiteness is sometimes silent but invisibly 

defines the ways and forms of knowledge production. These framings allow African feminisms to 

interrogate mainstream policy frameworks in water governance such as IWRM and SDG 6, not 

through a simplistic African versus Western dichotomy, but through a nuanced recognition of the 

plural intellectual traditions that shape feminist thought globally. 

Within this plurality, several major African feminist paradigms have shaped gender discourse and 

inform this thesis. Hence, the rest of this section focuses on Africa feminisms as a critical 
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foundation for framing this thesis. I do so by engaging African feminisms in two ways; the first 

is interrogating the theoretical underpinnings of African feminisms as a critique of dominant and 

universalist Western knowledge production on feminism and how that permeates the practice of 

gender. Here, I engage African feminisms as an ontological framing of decoloniality, and a 

critique of the dominant knowledge production rooted in Western perspectives. The second 

engagement is unpacking the theories that have been developed by some African feminists to 

situate the analysis of non-Western worldview on gender and water governance in Ghana.  

In the rest of this thesis, I use ñAfrican feminismsò instead of ñAfrican feminismò to situate the 

discursive diversity that shapes the concept. African feminist scholarship argues for stronger 

efforts toward writing about Africa (Odinye, 2022; Boateng, 2016) and for the decolonisation of 

universalised Western feminist theory and praxis (Steady, 2005). African feminisms ï developed 

by African women, people of African descent, and African scholars in both continental and 

diasporic contexts ï seek to centre African specific histories and experiences of women. These 

perspectives, led by scholars and literary writers, critically interrogate mainstream feminism, 

external development agendas, and imperialism, emphasising how African identities are shaped 

by global relations of subordination (Lewis, 2002). 

African feminisms therefore foreground concerns such as racism, political participation, economic 

development, sexual discrimination, and localised intersections (ethnicity, age, religion, kinship), 

all of which produce varying forms of exclusion and inclusion for African women in Africa and 

the diaspora. They argue that Western feminism inadequately captures the complexity of African 

womenôs contexts, mainly because Western feminist struggles centre equality between men and 

women, whereas African feminisms do not necessarily treat gender discrimination as the primary 

or sole form of oppression. In many African societies, gender was not historically the dominant 
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axis of inequality prior to encounters with Western colonialism (Oyewumi, 1997). African 

feminists also widen their critique to include insidious neoliberal capitalist policies that impose 

conditionalities and reinforce economic exploitation across the continent (Bayu, 2019). 

Consequently, African feminist discourses emphasise broader struggles for equity, justice, and 

dignity for all Africans ï male and female ï who collectively experience the burdens of 

neo colonial and global exploitation (Ezenwa-Ohaeto, 2020). 

Steady (1987) argues that African feminisms should reject Western feminismôs promotion of 

individualism, competition, and oppositional politics, instead endorsing male-female 

complementarity to sustain a balanced social ecosystem ï particularly given that historical 

processes and racism have harmed all Africans, though Black men never enjoyed the privileges of 

white men. Likewise, Walker (1979) highlights that mainstream feminist rebellion emerged from 

white womenôs resistance to white male domination but was uncritically extended globally without 

acknowledging how racism intersects with femaleness to create double oppression for non-

Western women. Further, Steady (2005) emphasises that power in African societies is fluid rather 

than strictly determined by sexual categories ï meaning not all men are powerful, nor all women 

powerless. Western feminismôs tendency to reduce African social relations to a 

male powerful/female powerless binary therefore misunderstands African gender dynamics. As 

Bayu (2019) and Oyewumi (2003) note, Western feminist portrayals frequently depict African 

women as passive victims of culture or development agendas, an assumption incompatible with 

African femininity. 

African scholars such as McShane (2021) and Kisiang'ani (2004) further argue that African 

consciousness ï of both men and women ï cannot be confined to binary categories of male and 

female. This resonates with Butlerôs (2004) and West and Zimmerman (1987) argument that 
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gender is a fluid performative continuum, not biologically predetermined. Supporting this, 

Oyewumi (1997) introduces the concepts of anatomical/ana-male and anatomical/ana-female to 

show that in Yoruba society, relational hierarchies were historically defined by seniority (age), not 

by biological sex; the body was not the primary site of discrimination as it was in the West. 

Relatedly, Akurugu (2021) provides evidence from the Dagaaba of northwestern Ghana that age 

and status ï rather than sex ï structure gendered authority, while Apusigah (2005) shows similar 

dynamics among the Gurusi of north-eastern Ghana through the performativity of yiôwieône. 

Although Oyewumiôs (1997) thesis has been critiqued by Bakare-Yusuf (2003) for minimising 

precolonial gendered disparities, Steady (2005) reinforces that analysing power in Africa solely 

through sexual categories is insufficient; multiple intersections ï including race, class, ethnicity, 

age, and nationality ï shape social relations. 

Considering these limitations and misconceptions within Western feminisms, Bayu (2019) argues 

that Western feminist thought must broaden its analytical scope to include class, imperialism, and 

exploitation, and must collaborate with diverse feminist traditions to meaningfully address global 

gendered oppression. This study therefore foregrounds the contextual intersections that shape 

power and social relations in resource governance systems in African societies. Engaging with 

these concepts is necessary despite their complexity, particularly to resist epistemic habits that 

essentialise and overuse certain theoretical vocabularies ï such as ñintersectionalityò ï in 

contemporary feminist scholarship (Aldrin-Salskov, 2020). 

African feminisms encompass a diverse set of theoretical models that diverge ideologically from 

Western ñcombativeò feminist traditions (Nnaemeka, 2015) and attend more broadly to the 

multiple, intersecting oppressions affecting African women (Tamale, 2020). These models include 

womanism (Hudson-Weems, 1993; Ogunyemi, 1985; Walker, 1979), Motherism (Acholonu, 
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1995), Stiwanism (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994), Nego-feminism (Nnaemeka, 2004), and Snail-sense 

feminism (Adimora-Ezeigbo, 2012). Each framework offers unique tools for understanding 

African women lived realities and the socio-political challenges they encounter. 

First, womanism, in its diverse articulations, has been shaped by several scholars, including 

Clenora Hudson Weems (1993), Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi (1985) and Alice Walker (1979). 

Although these authors are often collectively positioned within womanist thought, Hudson Weems 

(1993) explicitly distinguishes her theorisation from earlier womanist formations on the grounds 

that many of those articulations were not sufficiently attentive to the heterogeneity of African 

people and were often more closely aligned with specific groups ï particularly African American 

women ï rather than the broader global African community. 

Walker (1979), writing as an African American feminist, first articulated the term womanist in her 

work Coming Apart, where she unpacked the tangled layers of identity, sexuality and racial 

oppression shaping the lives of Black women in the United States and Europe. Walker (1983) 

subsequently employed the metaphor of a girlôs transition to womanhood following menarche to 

symbolise the turbulent, hopeful and often painful journey of Black women navigating a world 

structured by racialised and gendered violence. Her framing situates womanism as a pathway 

through which women of African descent take deliberate ownership of their liberation, confronting 

oppressions that mainstream feminism ï dominated historically by white, middle class women ï 

failed to adequately recognise or address. From this perspective, womanism becomes a conceptual 

home for the interwoven struggles associated with sex, race, culture, nationality and the pursuit of 

political and economic freedom (Ogunyemi, 1985). 
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Building on this foundation, Ogunyemi (1985) further elaborates womanism as an expansive, 

Africa centred agenda concerned not only with the gendered subordination of Black women but 

with the holistic liberation of African people. She argues that the burdens of colonialism, 

neo colonialism, racism and patriarchal rule weigh not only on Black women but also on Black 

men and children. Womanism, therefore, seeks a collective emancipation project rather than a 

struggle that pits men and women against each other. Ogunyemi (1985) frames womanism as 

accommodationist in the sense that it emphasises meaningful cooperation among Black women, 

Black men and children ï rather than adversarial gender relations ï as a necessary strategy for 

confronting the intertwined oppressions affecting African communities. 

Despite its transformative intentions, womanism has been subject to notable critiques. Lewis 

(2005), for instance, argues that certain formulations of womanism risk collapsing distinct 

experiences of oppression ï such as colonial domination and patriarchal subordination ï into a 

single analytical frame, thereby creating a problematic hierarchy in which one form of oppression 

risks being privileged over another. Khader (2020), however, counters that it is impractical for 

decolonial or non Western feminists to seek to resolve these oppressions sequentially; rather, they 

must be confronted simultaneously because they operate concurrently in the lived realities of 

African and African descended women. 

Walkerôs version of womanism has also been critiqued for its specific grounding in 

African American contexts (Hudson Weems, 1993) and, in some writings, for its openness to 

erotic affection between women (Amaefula, 2021). Critics such as Mirza (2004) argue that 

womanism risks essentialising Black womanhood by imposing a singular identity that leaves little 

room for Black women to articulate their own situated forms of identification. Similarly, Akorede 
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(2010) and Bryson (2003) question whether womanism inadvertently positions itself as a superior 

discourse to feminism. 

Nonetheless, the significance of womanism remains undeniable. Collins (1986) notes that Black 

feminist and womanist epistemologies do not claim superiority but rather articulate long standing 

intellectual traditions that centre the complex struggles of Black women. Through its recognition 

of the ñdouble marginalisationò experienced by Black women (Nnaemeka, 2020), womanism has 

provided conceptual tools for movements such as multicultural feminism (Izgarjan and Markov, 

2012) and has contributed to reshaping development thought by calling for Africa centred 

indicators, methodologies, and planning practices rooted in local realities. 

Hudson Weemsô Africana womanism (1993) further expands this intellectual lineage by 

deliberately situating the framework within continental and diasporic African cultures. She uses 

the term óAfricanansô in advancing the peculiarity of Africana womanism to continental Africans 

and Africans in the diaspora .Her approach explicitly rejects any derivation from Western feminist 

traditions and instead advances an African centred paradigm grounded in eighteen key tenets: 

self naming, self definition, family centredness, genuine sisterhood, strength, collaboration with 

men in struggle, wholeness, authenticity, flexible role playing, respect, recognition, spirituality, 

male compatibility, respect for elders, adaptability, ambition, nurturing and mothering 

(Hudson Weems, 2004). 

Whilst Africana womanism resonates strongly with African cultural values (Ahmed, 2017) ï 

particularly its emphasis on collective progress and male-female cooperation ï it has also attracted 

critique. Oyewumi (2003) argues that framing African women as primarily ñfamily centred,ò 

ñnurturing,ò or ñmotheringò risks reinscribing limiting gender expectations and constraining how 
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womenôs power is conceptualised. She further questions the idea of ñsisterhoodò in Africana 

womanism, noting that it echoes Western feminist discourse more than it reflects the lived 

organising logics of African women. 

These debates illustrate the vibrancy and plurality of womanist thought. Rather than a static 

doctrine, womanism ï along with its Africana variant ï provides a critical platform for 

interrogating the intersecting oppressions shaping African and African descended womenôs lives. 

Its contestations are evidence of its intellectual richness, and its continued evolution underscores 

its relevance in decolonial feminist scholarship and African centred epistemologies. 

Similarly, Catherine Obianuju Acholonu (1995) advances the field of African feminisms through 

her theorisation of Motherism, a framework rooted in the ideals of mutual love, tolerance, and the 

protection of family values, emphasising non violence and cooperative partnership between men 

and women. Positioned within her broader intellectual and political activism ï including her role 

as Senior Special Advisor to former Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo ï Acholonu (1995) 

conceptualises motherism as a socio cultural project that calls on African women to view 

themselves, and African society more broadly, through the metaphoric and affective relations of 

the mother-child bond. 

Motherism aligns closely with Steadyôs (1981) articulation of óAfrican feminismô, particularly in 

its emphasis on female autonomy, cooperation, the privileging of nature over culture, and the 

centrality of children, multiple mothering, and kinship structures. However, this framing has 

generated significant critique. As Nkealah (2016) argues, casting African women primarily as 

ñmothersò risks reinscribing essentialist expectations and limiting the diversity of African 

womanhood. Similarly, Boehmer (2009) and Driver (1988) caution that motherism, despite its 
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intentions, can diminish African womenôs subjectivity and agency by reducing them to symbolic 

embodiments of motherhood rather than recognising them as complex political actors in their own 

right. 

In addition, Molara Ogundipe Leslieôs (1994) theorisation of Stiwanism ï Social Transformation 

Including Women in Africa ï marks a significant contribution to African feminisms. As a 

Nigerian-born academic and social critic, Ogundipe Leslie (1994) developed Stiwanism as a 

problem solving, African rooted feminist framework intended to clarify the aims of African 

feminisms and to distance them from the ñcombativeò tendencies associated with Western feminist 

traditions. She argues that the slow pace of feminist acceptance and progress in Africa is partly 

due to resistance from men in positions of power, who often misinterpret feminism through the 

lens of Western confrontational politics. 

In response, Stiwanism insists that women must be central to Africaôs recovery, reconstruction, 

and broader development agenda (Allan, 1995). The framework therefore calls for co-partnership 

ï a collaborative mode of social transformation that engages women as equal actors without 

replicating the antagonistic models of Western feminism (Amaefula, 2021). Through this, 

Stiwanism acts as a disclaimer against assumptions that African feminists merely imitate Western 

feminism, repositioning African women at the heart of contemporary political and social 

transformations on the continent (Allan, 1995). 

Despite its usefulness, Stiwanism has been critiqued for its over-reliance on Nigerian 

socio political realities, which raises concerns about generalising one national context to represent 

all African womenôs experiences. Both Nkealah (2016) and Allan (1995) warn that such 

generalisation risks creating a new form of hegemony that could obscure or marginalise 
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non Nigerian African realities. Nonetheless, the widespread shared conditions and common 

challenges across African societies provide fertile ground for collective or ñcommoningò feminist 

reflections (Nnaemeka, 2003; Collins, 1986). Importantly, Stiwanism offers a valuable analytical 

lens for examining womenôs representation and participation in water governance in Ghana ï 

particularly in northern Ghana ï where gender, power, and socio-political dynamics intersect with 

local environmental and governance structures.  

In this paragraph, I have discussed Nego-feminism. Nego feminism ï also known as the feminism 

of negotiation ï was developed by Obioma Nnaemeka (2004), a USA based Nigerian born 

Professor and founder of the Association of African Women Scholars at Indiana University. 

Grounded in a gender transformational agenda and oriented toward gender strategic goals2, 

nego feminism proposes that African women advance their voices and navigate male dominated 

structures through the dual strategies of negotiation and ñno egoò (Nnaemeka, 2004). Central to 

this framework is the conviction that negotiation, compromise, and balance are not merely tactical 

choices but foundational principles for achieving meaningful social transformation. Nnaemeka 

(2004) articulates this duality through the notions of ñgive and take/exchangeò and ñcope with 

successfully/go aroundò (p. 378), offering African women practical routes for engaging, 

circumventing, or reshaping patriarchal norms across varying contexts. 

This approach strongly echoes Ntseaneôs (2011) argument that African cultures are fundamentally 

anchored in negotiation, reciprocity, and collective effort. Thus, embedding womenôs voices 

within negotiations aligns with longstanding African philosophical and social traditions. In this 

regard, nego feminism reaffirms the cultural legitimacy of negotiation as a pathway through which 

                                            
2 See Moser (1989). 
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African women address complex gender challenges across the continent. Further reinforcing its 

relevance, Alkali et al. (2013) contend that nego feminism is crucial precisely because African 

societies continue to reflect male dominated power structures that privilege men in public and 

private spheres. Consequently, a confrontational or ñcombativeò approach risks undermining 

womenôs advancement, whereas nego feminism provides a constructive framework for collective 

transformation in Africa (Alkali et al., 2013). 

Nkealah (2016) extends this conversation by observing that, unlike some African feminist theories 

tied closely to the cultural background of their originators, the emphasis on negotiation ï 

reinforced using African proverbs ï makes nego feminism widely resonant and accessible to 

African women across diverse contexts. Importantly, she notes that nego feminism aligns with the 

South African philosophy of Ubuntu, thereby enhancing its continental relevance. According to 

Mayaka and Truell (2021), Ubuntu is grounded in the principles of justice, negotiation, 

responsibility, equality, collectiveness, relatedness, reciprocity, community, and social change. 

Nnaemekaôs (2004) linking of nego feminism to Ubuntu thus underscores African womenôs and 

menôs relational responsibilities in the ongoing negotiation required to build harmonious and 

ethically grounded communities. 

Finally, while Nego feminism is analytically powerful for exposing power dynamics and 

intersectional politics ï including those shaping womenôs participation in water governance ï it 

also illuminates the deeper complexities of gender discourse in Africa. It provides conceptual 

tools for understanding how African women manoeuvre within sociocultural constraints without 

reproducing combative Western feminist models.  Whilst ending with nego-feminism, the next 

paragraph further expands the landscape of African feminist theorisation by focusing on Snail-
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sense feminism, by Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo, a Nigerian- born lecturer in Gender Studies at the 

University of Lagos.  

According to Adimora Ezeigbo (2012), snail sense feminism is anchored in the principles of 

individualism, compatibility, and negotiation as pathways for African womenôs liberation. The 

theory is rooted in gender complementarity and collaborative coexistence, positioning African 

men and women as partners rather than adversaries in social transformation. Drawing on the 

metaphor of the snail, snail sense feminism conceptualises womenôs advancement as a gradual, 

strategic, and environmentally responsive process that enables African women to navigate and 

penetrate patriarchal structures at a measured but deliberate pace (Nkealah, 2016). 

Adimora Ezeigbo (2012) emphasises the snailôs traits ï meekness, gentleness, and its 

non combative disposition ï to argue that African women may sometimes need to retreat, reassess, 

or move tactically when confronted with hostile sociocultural terrains. This approach advocates a 

conciliatory and cooperative attitude toward men, enabling women to negotiate their way into 

meaningful social and political spaces. As Ezenwa Ohaeto (2020) explains, the metaphor also 

illuminates the capacity of African women to move steadily through restrictive environments, 

using resilience, softness, and adaptability as tools for survival and progress. Education, for 

instance, is named by Adimora Ezeigbo (2012) as a quintessential ñsnail strategyò ï a slow but 

transformative mechanism that equips women to uplift themselves, their families, and their nations. 

However, while snail sense feminism provides an alternative interpretive lens for understanding 

African womenôs agency, it raises significant conceptual concerns. Critics argue that the 

framework risks constructing a homogenised and passive image of African womanhood, 

suggesting that African women are inherently oppressed and must manoeuvre cautiously around 
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male power. The metaphor of the snail, though evocative, raises important questions about which 

women can realistically advance through ñsnail likeò strategies and at what personal cost ï 

particularly in environments where sexism and structural violence severely limit womenôs 

participation and visibility. 

In this regard, hooks (2000) cautions that such an approach may inadvertently normalise or 

legitimise womenôs endurance of patriarchal domination by encouraging overly conciliatory 

behaviours instead of resistance. Moreover, Ezenwa Ohaeto (2020) argues that the attributes 

associated with the snail ï cowardice, sluggishness, deceptiveness, or environmental timidity ï 

can unintentionally reaffirm Western stereotypes that portray African women as passive, weak, or 

lacking agency. These concerns illuminate the tensions within snail sense feminism; between 

strategic manoeuvring and the potential reinforcement of oppressive norms. 

Although these frameworks differ in emphasis, conceptual metaphors and strategic orientations 

ï some prioritising collective emancipation (for example, Womanism and Africana Womanism), 

others centring cooperation, reconstruction and co partnership (for instance, Stiwanism and 

Motherism), and still others advancing negotiation, manoeuvring and strategic socio cultural 

navigation (for example, Nego feminism and Snail sense Feminism) ï they nonetheless converge 

around several core commitments. Collectively, they advance the decolonisation of feminist 

thought; insist on situating gender within broader socio historical, political and epistemic 

systems; privilege collaboration, relationality and community cohesion; and foreground 

intersectional analyses attentive to African lived realities. Through these shared orientations, 

African feminist theories challenge the universalised assumptions of dominant Western feminist 

paradigms by foregrounding African centred epistemologies, contextual identities, culturally 

grounded subjectivities and relational modes of social transformation. 
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Beyond these conceptual paradigms, a wider body of African feminist and gender scholarship has 

deepened theoretical and empirical understandings of womenôs experiences and African politics 

across diverse geographies. Scholars have examined gendered and political dynamics in Egypt 

(Karam, 1997), Ghana (Mohammed, 2023; Akurugu, 2021; Bawa, 2018; Bawa and Sanyare, 2013; 

Tsikata, 1997; Aidoo, 1977), Kenya (Kuria, 2001), Nigeria (Dosekun, 2021; Adichie, 2014), South 

Africa (Lewis, 1993), Uganda (Tamale, 2020; 2018; Tripp, 2012; 2004), and elsewhere, offering 

rich analyses of the multiple, overlapping challenges African women encounter. This wider 

scholarship illuminates how economic deprivation, persistent inequalities, neocolonial legacies, 

globalisationôs extractive impacts, and entrenched racial and hegemonic relations continue to 

shape development trajectories across the continent (Lewis, 2005). At the same time, these 

scholars foreground African womenôs significant contributions to socio political transformation, 

community resilience and the dismantling of patriarchal hierarchies, thereby complicating 

reductive portrayals of African women as passive or peripheral. 

In effect, African feminisms provide powerful analytical insights for diagnosing the complex and 

intersecting forces that embattle African women ï intersections that cannot be adequately captured 

through ñbird eyedò or external universalist feminist perspectives. Whilst critically interrogating 

mainstream Western feminisms, African feminisms offer plurality of frameworks and reflections 

that illuminate the peculiarity, nuance and contextual depth of gender discourse in Africa. These 

framings enable a grounded, decolonial, and epistemically plural reading of African gendered 

realities, one that is indispensable for conceptualising power, identity, and social change within 

African contexts.  
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2.5.3 Ghana; a case for understanding African feminisms and the hegemony in water 

governance 

Ghana has shown significant strides in discourses related to African knowledge production. 

Significant contributors to the knowledge production related to Africa are Ama Ata Aidoo and 

Dr. Kwame Nkrumah whose contributions to neo-colonialism discourses and regional integration 

of the then new postcolonial states of sub-Saharan Africa cannot be overemphasized. In the space 

of knowledge production on the multiplicity of gender discourses and deepening the feminist 

scholarship on the continent of Africa, Ghana and other African countries such as Uganda, 

Cameroon, South Africa and Senegal have created various institutional platforms and academic 

units for teaching and research on women and gender studies (Ahikire, 2014). Beyond the 

significant contribution of Ghanaian figures to the discourses of colonial and postcolonial Africa, 

Ghana attracts a wide range of interest among scholars and pundits of neocolonialism, 

Afrocentricity and African identities. For instance, Molefe Kete Asante, a Black American 

scholar explained the basis for his change of name from Arthur L. Smith and the reasons for 

selecting ñAsanteò a southern Ghanaian name (predominantly used among the Akan ethnicity) as 

part of his new Afrocentric names (see Turner, 2002). He revealed that although he does not 

descend from the specific African countries where his new name originated, each of them was 

purposefully selected to depict a journey of rediscovery of his identity (Turner, 2002). Stepping 

aside from Molefe Kete Asante, the Black America musician, Ashanti Shequoiya Douglass 

(McCann, 2009) in a video interview published by the Jet Johnson Publishing Company on July 

1, 2002, also expanded the basis for the choice of her first name, ñAshantiò, and its roots within 

the Ghanaian society. She particularly emphasizes on the agency she appropriated from the 

narratives about women in the Asante matrilineal culture. Whilst the choice of names of these 
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popular personalities remains their personal and inspired decisions but mostly tilted to the Akan, 

a dominant ethnicity in (southern) Ghana, the processes of choosing and settling on a name 

ñAsante/Ashantiò rooted in Ghana reflect the significance of the country within the discourses of 

Africanism and Afrocentricity in the world.  

Furthermore, Ghana has been significant in African feminists gathering and organising. For 

instance, in the year 2006 in Accra, the capital city of Ghana, more than two hundred believers 

of African feminisms gathered to develop a Charter of Feminist Principles for African feminisms. 

This Charter was geared towards reenergising and reaffirming the multiple dimensions the 

African feminisms discourse (Ahikire, 2014).    

Moving to natural (water) resources, Ghana boasts of a complex interlay of surface and 

underground water resources that support local domestic consumption and industrial production 

activities. What remains paradoxical is that despite the deep rooted and time-tested local resource 

governance systems that rest in socio-cultural practices and local traditions, the country remains 

a ñmalnourished breast-fed babyò of international water policies that struggles to fit within local 

contexts and practices. Whilst the country makes efforts to align, adopt and adapt the SDGs to fit 

local dynamics through the NDPC (Government of Ghana, 2019), the policies still struggle to 

translate into everyday practices towards transforming the countryôs water sector for providing 

potable water sources for its citizens, particularly those that would require some form of State 

support in accessing this basic need.  

Although this study does not establish that local ñinformalò governance structures are in 

themselves self-sufficient in ensuring access to potable water nor creating equal access to water 

resources, especially due to the uneven influences that people in local geographical settings 
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possess (relating to their personal, social, economic, and cultural affinities), the study draws 

attention to the lapses associated with the existing water governance frameworks in Ghana which 

is driven by the SDGs. In this framework, the conduits of water decision-making emphasise 

modernised governance structures such as the local governance structure. The study advances 

arguments of hybridity of modern and localised systems are in understanding the multiplicity of 

water issues and the co-production of the two in navigating the cross benefits these two systems 

produce while negating the adverse effects each could have on access to water resources.  

In the context of the previous discussion, Ghana remains a relevant country for examining how 

African feminisms reveals the shortcomings in the gender discourse surrounding water 

governance in Africa.  

2.6 Feminist political ecology (FPE) as steps beyond political ecology (PE) 

Political Ecology (PE) emerged as a significant scholarly field in the 1980s (Rocheleau and 

Nirmal, 2015), shaped by influential works including Robbins (2019), Bryant (2015), Perreault 

et al. (2015), Biersack and Greenberg (2006), and Zimmerer and Bassett (2003), all of which 

examine PEôs conceptual and methodological foundations (Carpenter, 2020). At its core, PE 

provides a critical framework for analysing how power operates within human-environment 

relations. It foregrounds how actors involved in natural resource governance mobilise various 

forms of influence ï both overt and covert ï to shape everyday decisions regarding access to and 

control over environmental resources (Carpenter, 2020). 

The overarching objective of PE is to interrogate the interconnections between environment and 

society, particularly the historical, political, and socio economic dynamics that inform struggles 

around resource access (Sultana, 2021). These struggles are embedded within unequal power 
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structures, as social groups occupy differentiated and often hierarchical positions within society. 

Although economic power can shape these positionalities, PE scholarship emphasises that power 

does not rest exclusively with material wealth or formal authority; rather, power circulates through 

diverse sites and relations (Wyatt et al., 2022; Foucault, 1983). Despite this conceptual breadth, 

the analytical orientation of PE has tended to lean toward Marxist interpretations of power 

(Carpenter, 2020). At the same time, critiques highlight that PE has historically reproduced 

masculine biases in its analyses, often overlooking the gendered nature of environmental access, 

knowledge, and politics (Loftus, 2009). PE has also been critiqued for being grounded in uneven 

geographies of knowledge production ï dominated by Western, Eurocentric, patriarchal, and 

colonial capitalist worldviews (Castro G·mez, 2021; Sultana, 2021; Bryant, 2015). This 

dominance has frequently marginalised local, embodied, and intersectional experiences that shape 

resource struggles across different global contexts. 

Due to this marginalisation of gendered and intersectional dynamics, early PE scholarship largely 

ignored womenôs long-standing participation in environmental protection, resource activism, and 

ecological stewardship (Rocheleau and Nirmal, 2015; Rocheleau et al., 1996). Meanwhile, 

womenôs involvement in environmental politics is neither recent nor peripheral. As documented 

by Newman (2014), women have historically mobilised to protect their environments across varied 

ecologies ï urban landscapes, forests, agrarian fields, rangeland ecosystems, mountainous terrains, 

and coastal zones. Harcourt (2012) similarly illustrates how ecofeminists, feminist 

environmentalists, post-structural, postcolonial, and decolonial feminist scholars have long 

emphasised the centrality of womenôs knowledge and activism in safeguarding ecological and 

livelihood systems. 
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It was in response to these silences within PE that Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) emerged in 

the 1990s (Sultana 2021; 2009; Rocheleau and Nirmal, 2015; Rocheleau et al., 1996). FPE 

explicitly interrogates gendered relations within struggles for access to, and control over, natural 

resources. It brings into analytical focus the contextual, everyday experiences of differently 

positioned actors, emphasising how gender, power, justice, and intersectionality shape resource 

governance (Harcourt, 2019). FPE highlights how subjectivities, embodiment, emotions, situated 

knowledges, commoning practices, post-humanist perspectives, and the dismantling of rigid 

theory-practice binaries are critical for understanding how people experience and negotiate 

environmental issues across contexts. Decolonial FPE scholarship extends this further by 

foregrounding non-Western epistemologies, alternative ontologies, and culturally grounded 

worldviews (Sultana, 2021; 2015; Harcourt, 2019; Sundberg, 2017; Elmhirst, 2015; Harris, 2015; 

Rocheleau, 2015). 

Methodologically, FPE scholars employ ethnographic and qualitative approaches ï including 

participant observation, structured and unstructured interviews, focus groups, oral histories, and 

transect walks ï to capture the nuances, connections, and complexities inherent in lived 

experiences (Sultana, 2021; Truelove, 2019). This methodological grounding reflects FPEôs 

commitment to articulating multiple worlds, cultures, and knowledge systems when analysing 

gendered positionality within resource governance (Rocheleau and Nirmal, 2015). 

According to Sultana (2021) and Truelove (2019), FPEôs emphasis on gendered access, control, 

and management of natural resources ï alongside household relations and community politics ï 

exposes complexities that mainstream governance frameworks often obscure. This makes visible 

how intersectional identities shape environmental decision-making at household, community, 

regional, and national levels. Representation, in this regard, is essential to pursuing decolonial 
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futures, as it widens the epistemic space within which environmental governance is conceptualised 

(Sultana, 2021). FPE contributes to a deeper understanding of power as a relational process shaped 

through intersections of gender, class, race, ethnicity, sexuality, age, ability, and religion (Ahlborg 

and Nightingale, 2018). Death (2014) complements this by defining power in resource governance 

as the ongoing process through which identities, relationships, ideas, and knowledge are produced 

and sustained ï a perspective that is critical for understanding the politics of ñbest practices,ò 

expertise, and participation within resource governance. 

FPE also aims to provide a basis for improving social and environmental conditions through a 

decolonial feminist critique and political action by considering the different perspectives based on 

intersectional categories such as gender, race, class, and sexuality. This means that it does not only 

look at the relationships between gender and the environment but also the collective impact of the 

interactions between social and spatial relations. Bukachi et al. (2021) have argued that rural 

settings cannot be treated as a homogenous entity where peopleôs experiences are uniform due to 

the intra and inter-group dynamics that mark their existence and influence relations with natural 

resource access. It is at this point that exploring the waterscape of Bamboi is important in 

understanding the overarching dynamics of water governance in an everyday living context. 

The decolonial foundations of FPE further critique the concentration of knowledge production 

within academic or institutional ñcentres,ò calling for epistemic approaches that recognise 

grassroots (Castro G·mez, 2021) and marginalised knowledge systems ï places outside sources 

of dominant knowledge production (hooks, 1984). As argued by Truelove (2019) and Adams et al. 

(2018), such an approach helps evaluate inclusion and exclusion in resource governance beyond 

narrow concerns with numeric representation. FPEôs engagement with subjectivities and 

intersectionality is particularly relevant to decolonial feminists, who emphasise how race, ethnicity, 
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and religion shape contextual expressions of patriarchy and other power structures within resource 

governance (Mollett and Faria, 2013; Nightingale, 2011; Sultan, 2011). Without integrating such 

intersectional analysis, resource governance risks overlooking the differentiated ways various 

social groups experience and navigate access, control, and management of natural resources such 

as water (Truelove, 2019). 

A body of FPE scholarship ï including Truelove (2019), Adams et al. (2018), Thompson (2016), 

Mollett and Faria (2013), Sultana (2011), Harris (2009), and OôReilly (2006) ï demonstrates how 

water governance is deeply shaped by gendered, classed, racialised, ethnic, and religious identities. 

For example, Truelove (2016; 2011), Birkenholtz (2013), Sultana (2011), and Joshi and Fawcett 

(2005) document how caste, ethnicity, education, marital status, and age mediate water access in 

Southern Asia. Similarly, Adams et al. (2018) show that diverse intersectional categories ï not just 

gender ï determine patterns of inclusion and exclusion within Malawiôs Urban Water User 

Associations. 

Considering these debates, reflecting on the inadequacies of mainstream knowledge production 

surrounding intersectionality in resource governance reveals the necessity for in-depth empirical 

accounts that examine how contextual intersections actively produce and reproduce forms of 

power, voice, inclusion, and exclusion in governing critical natural resources such as water. 

2.7 Decoloniality, feminism(s) and cultural relativism: tensions and similarities 

In this section, the universalisation of global goals ï particularly as they pertain to gender ï is used 

as an analytical site for comparing and contrasting the framing of (epistemological) cultural 

relativism as a decolonial thought. The discussion deepens the critique of the hegemonic 

proliferation of mainstream feminist constructs and the ways these constructs shape global gender 
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mainstreaming agendas. As the world increasingly embraces plural epistemic spaces ï where 

diverse voices, worldviews and lived experiences matter for shaping universal development goals 

ï it becomes necessary to foreground the standpoint of decolonial feminism (for example, 

Narayanaswamy, 2016; 2014; Mignolo, 2011; Oyewumi, 2003; 1997; Ogundipe Leslie, 1994; 

Mohanty and Torres, 1991; Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1989; Mohanty, 1984) alongside cultural 

relativism (for instance, Lee, 2021; Msuya, 2019). These bodies of thought together unpack and 

unsettle Western centred knowledge formations that have long dominated global politics and the 

agenda setting processes shaping gender discourses. 

Decolonial feminists have consistently raised concerns about the partiality and limitations of 

Western centric feminism. They argue that Western feminism ï in both theory and praxis ï rests 

primarily on a binary framing of gender inequality (typically between males and females), while 

insufficiently addressing the intersectional experiences that shape the lives of diverse women 

across different social, cultural, racial and geopolitical locations. This orientation not only silences 

but also invisiblises the voices and realities of women from the Global South, including Black 

women, by determining what ñdevelopmentò ought to look like through Western experiences and 

epistemic norms. As noted earlier in this chapter, several feminists from the Global South have 

critiqued Western centred feminism for generalising womenôs needs and lived experiences as 

synonymous with those of Western women in the Global North (Charlesworth and Chinkin, 2022; 

Charlesworth, 2005). In practice, however, societies differ substantially in their desires, 

perceptions, needs, worldviews and lived realities (Lee, 2021). Since cultural formations reflect 

specific histories and ontologies (Lee, 2021), it becomes essential to examine intersections and 

contextual realities in order to determine ñwhich category of womenò a particular development or 

governance agenda (Charlesworth, 2005) serves. Consequently, the world views, needs, 
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experiences, and strategies for gender mainstreaming ï particularly as they pertain to women and 

vulnerable groups ï cannot be treated as universal or uniform across all societies. 

Relatedly, Mele and Sanchez Runde (2013) argue that cultural relativism rests on the premise that 

ñoutsidersò can only meaningfully understand the values, practices and belief systems of a culture 

when interpreted through the perspectives of those within that culture. This renders culture 

subjective, contextual and deeply grounded in ñinsiderò worldviews. Epistemological cultural 

relativism further maintains that different societies hold different ways of knowing and interpreting 

the world; thus, no single epistemic framework can claim universal validity (Lee, 2021; Brown, 

2008). These arguments highlight the importance of attending to localised dynamics and 

worldviews that shape resource (including water) governance in diverse contexts. Local 

worldviews evolve alongside the shifting cosmovision and cultural rhythms of communities. 

Conversely, universalisation processes are rarely informed by such plurality; instead, they draw 

predominantly from contemporary Western paradigms. Hence, cultural relativism underscores the 

inherent biases embedded within development agendas that promote internationalisation and 

universalisation ï especially those underpinning UN goals and frameworks. 

Much of cultural relativist critique focuses on the universalisation of UN goals and frameworks ï 

both conceptually and in practice ï due to their close historical ties with Western cultures. Cultural 

relativists assert that Western cultural norms often become encoded as ñuniversal human rightsò, 

thereby imposing expectations that all cultures must conform to Western values, irrespective of 

their distinct histories or evolving social formations. This is where Western hegemony becomes 

visible. For example, cultural relativists argue that human rights are derived from culture itself; 

culture embodies the everyday lives, practices and institutional arrangements designed to protect 

human dignity (Msuya, 2019). According to Msuya (2017), contemporary international human 
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rights frameworks are rooted primarily in Western cultural experiences. Meanwhile, Lee (2021) 

asserts that global cultures differ yet are equally important. Thus, when human rights become 

internationalised through Western cultural assumptions, the result is an inherently hegemonic 

project (Msuya, 2017). 

Although tensions between cultural relativism and the universalisation of human rights ï and the 

internationalisation of development pathways ï are long standing, the critiques raised by relativists 

concerning patriarchal, Eurocentric and Western led generalisations remain deeply relevant for 

contemporary research, especially in local contexts overshadowed by Westernised development 

imaginaries (Lee, 2021). However, Msuya (2019) and Namazie (2012) warn that relativism has at 

times been essentialised by political and religious leaders to legitimise oppressive practices, 

particularly those violating the civil and political rights of women in parts of sub Saharan Africa. 

Lee (2021) refers to this as political cultural relativism. Epistemological cultural relativism is 

distinguished from political forms of relativism by prioritising the analysis of how knowledge is 

produced, legitimised, and deployed across different cultural contexts. 

Nevertheless, Abadeer (2015), Coomaraswamy (2002) and Brems (1997) argue that mainstream 

feminism itself has demonstrated a disconnect between feminist advocacy and the application of 

international human rights. Although human rights frameworks proclaim equal rights for all 

humans irrespective of sex, the practice of human rights ï especially economic and civil rights ï 

has historically centred menôs interests more than those of women. 

More recently, scholars such as Lee (2021; 2019) and Mignolo (2012) have articulated the 

conceptual connections between decolonisation and relativism by foregrounding how global 

knowledge production and development praxis continue to rely on Western constructs. Their 



   
 

90 
 

critiques highlight how the universalisation of development goals consistently sidelines the 

cultural, racial, historical, ethnic and colour based differences that shape diverse contexts. From 

this perspective, decolonisation and cultural relativism converge in the assertion that international 

development frameworks must critically engage with local contexts and intersectional realities that 

mainstream feminism and global development agendas often ignore. Intersectional markers ï race, 

colour, ethnicity, class, identity and religion ï therefore become critical sites for articulating and 

responding to womenôs varied needs. Failure to attend to such contextual intersections renders 

international development goals performative and impractical. Unsurprisingly, both decolonial 

feminists and cultural relativists reject the homogenisation of global histories and experiences 

under Western narratives, particularly within gender and development debates (Khader, 2020; 

Msuya, 2019). Still, rather than rejecting human rights or international development altogether, 

scholars argue for re envisioning them in ways that foreground and critique the Western 

hegemonic undertones that permeate these frameworks (Waites, 2020). 

Importantly, tensions between mainstream feminism and cultural relativism arise because each 

frames the other as essentialising women and harbouring ñhiddenò political agendas ï either by 

advancing Western cultural hegemony or reinforcing oppressive cultural norms (Reitman, 1997). 

Cultural relativists argue that just as mainstream feminists critique universalism for privileging 

male interests, mainstream feminists themselves implicitly centre a particular kind of woman ï 

Western, non minority, and culturally assimilated ï as the benchmark for who ñdeservesò human 

rights (Reitman, 1997). In this framing, mainstream feminists appear as agents of Western 

ideological dominance who essentialise ñwomenò whilst erasing the identities and needs of 

non Western women (Coomaraswamy, 2002; Brems, 1997). 
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Regardless, Msuya (2019) shows that political and religious leaders frequently instrumentalise 

regressive cultural norms to suppress the civil and economic rights of women ï especially in 

patriarchal, postcolonial African contexts ï thereby essentialising culture itself to maintain unequal 

power structures. Likewise, as Lee (2021) notes, political relativists often silence womenôs voices 

by deferring to state sanctioned or male dominated interpretations of culture (Reitman, 1997). 

Women who challenge such norms can face social sanctions (Mayer, 1995). Mayer (1995) thus 

argues that while relativists critique universality as a tool of Western dominance, relativism itself 

can become a vehicle for protecting male centric cultural power. Despite these tensions, both 

feminism and cultural relativism converge on a shared principle: the dominant constructions of 

universality ï particularly in global governance and human rights ï are deeply problematic. 

Therefore, respecting difference, whether sexual or cultural, is fundamental (Brems, 1997). 

2.8 Conclusion of the chapter 

This chapter has located gender and water governance within the broader decolonial frameworks 

of African feminisms, FPE and (epistemological) cultural relativism, positioning these as the 

principal conceptual foundations through which the thesis responds to the overarching research 

questions. In doing so, it has explicitly articulated how these frameworks critique and extend 

dominant gender-water scholarship. The chapter has therefore engaged these frameworks not only 

descriptively but analytically, demonstrating how each exposes the simplicities, silences, and 

universalised assumptions embedded within mainstream global water governance mechanisms ï 

particularly SDG 6 and the gender mainstreaming agenda that underpins it. 

Central to this critique is the argument that Westernised feminist histories and assumptions have 

hegemonically shaped global development paradigms, including the SDGs, resulting in the 

exportation and normalisation of Western-centric gender logics within non Western governance 
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contexts. The chapter highlighted that these universalised frameworks inadequately reflect the 

realities of African societies, where gendered experiences are dynamically produced through 

multiple and intersecting socio cultural categories. The concept of intersectionality, as articulated 

within African feminisms and FPE, thus provided the analytical conduit for unpacking the multi-

layered and interconnecting positionalities that shape inclusion and exclusion in water 

decision making. This emphasis sets the premises for deploying intersectionality to understand 

water governance in Bamboi. 

The chapter opened by situating politics within the broader spectrum of water decisionmaking. It 

established that water governance unfolds within evolving geographies of power ï what 

waterscape scholars conceptualise as the dynamic, fluid entanglements of water, people, 

institutions, and socio political relations. This framing clarified the epistemological grounding for 

analysing the Black Volta River and Bamboi as a waterscape in Chapter Four and provided the 

conceptual basis for answering the first research question: ñWhat are the dynamics of water 

governance in Ghana, and how do they manifest in Bamboi?ò By emphasising the fluidity of 

human-water relations and the historical-political contingencies through which these relations 

evolve, the chapter strengthened the analytical bridge between global governance frameworks and 

local realities. 

Next, the chapter problematised the conceptualisation of gender within water governance by 

demonstrating how dominant development discourse ï shaped by Western-centric feminist 

histories ï frames gender in reductive, binary and universalist ways. African feminisms were 

therefore mobilised as a critical epistemic site for disrupting this universalism. The discussion 

underscored that Western feminist constructions of gender inequality neither reflect contemporary 

African realities nor capture the lived dynamics of gender within Western societies themselves, 
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outside of the experiences of white, middle class women. Instead, African feminisms reveal how 

intersections ï including race, age, marital status, kinship, religion, economic status and spirituality 

ï configure the authority, voice, and participation of differently positioned men and women within 

everyday governance spaces. This argument sets the stage for Chapter Five, where intersectionality 

is operationalised in responding to the second research question: ñWho shapes and controls the 

waterscape in Bamboi?ò 

Furthermore, the chapter engaged the arguments of FPE as a feminist ñrebirthò of political ecology. 

FPEôs deliberate grounding in decoloniality, intersectionality, and context attuned methodological 

approaches was shown to be crucial for analysing the gendered dynamics of natural resource 

decision making. FPE makes visible the affective, embodied and socio political processes that 

shape everyday experiences of water access and governance ï dimensions that mainstream water 

governance models often overlook. These theoretical underpinnings provide the conceptual 

foundation for Chapter Seven, which addresses the fourth research question: ñHow are local and 

customary institutions gendered?ò The emphasis here is the establishment of the linkage between 

FPE and the thesisô conceptualisation of gendered power beyond representation. 

In addition, the chapter critically unpacked (epistemological) cultural relativism to challenge how 

diverse cultures are subsumed under Western epistemic and institutional logics within UN global 

development frameworks. Epistemological cultural relativism was shown to provide a decolonial 

lens for interrogating the universalisation of ñmodernityò paradigms embedded in institutional 

mechanisms such as the SDGs, revealing how these frameworks reproduce tensions, 

inconsistencies and governance frictions when implemented in non Western contexts. The chapter 

also demonstrated how, in Chapter Six, epistemological cultural relativism is brought into dialogue 

with institutional (water) bricolage to answer the third research question: ñHow do local and 
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customary institutions interact with formal water governance institutions?ò This conceptual 

pairing illuminates how diverse cultural principles, institutional logics and governance practices 

assemble into the hybridised water governance system characteristic of Bamboi. 

Finally, the chapter clarified how these conceptual framings directly informed the methodological 

choices outlined in Chapter Three. It signposted how African feminisms, FPE and 

(epistemological) cultural relativism shaped the adoption of a decolonial feminist ethnography, 

with its attentiveness to positionality, immersion, relational ethics, and contextual knowledge 

production. This methodological positioning demonstrates the decolonial and epistemological 

commitments of the study. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

3 Undertaking (decolonial feminist) ethnography in Bamboi, Ghana 

3.0 Introduction 

This research is shaped by the methodological framework of decolonial feminist ethnography for 

two reasons; theoretical justification and the greyness of the study area (in terms of detailed 

research that accounts for the villageôs connectedness to the BVR and other sources of water in 

social-cultural, political and gendered terms). Theoretically, underpinning this study in the 

decolonial lenses of African feminisms, FPE and (epistemological) cultural relativism required a 

methodological approach that is marked by exploratory flexibility and reflexibility but with a 

focus on the dynamics of power between the research and the researched, to engage the deep-

rooted dynamics that embody the everyday fibres of the social setting. Furthermore, some FPE 

scholars have justified the ability of (decolonial feminist) ethnography to drive empirical research 

which is shaped by the theoretical frameworks of FPE (Sultana, 2021; Truelove, 2019). 

The greyness of Bamboi in terms of a study that unveils the everyday social-cultural, gendered 

and political experiences that uniquely shape the governance of water, and its produced outcome 

justify situating of the study the village. A google scholar search without a date range on the 

theme, ñwater governance in Bamboi, Ghanaò reveals a cluster of work in which Bamboi is 

mostly studied along other geographical settings as flow and sub-stations within the Black Volta 

Basin to determine annual flow and other geomorphological characteristics (Afedor et al., 2024; 

Abungba et al., 2022; Akandi, 2013; Odame-Ababio, 2004), determine effects of the Bui Dam on 

it (Owusu et al., 2019; Arthur, 2017) and as a host of the Babator farms (Caminati Engström, 

2020). These two reasons drive the adoption of ethnography to deeply engage the various facets 

of water governance in Bamboi to respond to the main research question: what prospects and 
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possibilities do African feminisms, FPE, and (epistemological) cultural relativism offer for 

decolonising water governance? 

This chapter begins with the position of decolonial feminist ethnography within the broader 

ethnographic design. I then unpack the theoretical basis of the sampling processes. This is 

followed by the description of the study area; providing premises of the demographic and 

administrative characteristics of Bamboi and its water resources. Being positioned as an ñoutsiderò 

in Bamboi, I briefly discuss my research positionality and how I negotiated power dynamics 

during the process of the fieldwork. I then discuss how I planned my field trip and the changes 

that occurred during the fieldwork and the decisions I made during those such changes. The other 

aspects discuss how I engaged with the key informants and gatekeepers of the village and the 

themes I generated from the fieldwork to respond to the research questions. The rest of the chapter 

discusses the field challenges and the processes of physically exiting Bamboi.      

3.1 Designing and undertaking a (decolonial feministsô) ethnography in Bamboi, Bole 

District  

This section unpacks the methodological approach of decolonial feminist ethnography. 

Decolonial feminist ethnography has its roots in classical ethnography. It recognises the dominant 

tendencies of Westernised and Eurocentric history of knowledge production and worldviews 

(Mohammed, 2026; Manning, 2018), whereas ethnography is arguably rooted, shaped, and 

organized around colonial encounters (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2019; Faier and Rofel, 2014). 

The first step in decolonising research is to be accountable for addressing these histories. 

Although research is often commissioned for the benefits of society, it is also shaped by and for 

the dominant societies and interests of its time (Gibbons et al., 1994). It can continue a system 

that maintains injustice or shift perspectives to challenge existing stereotypes, misconceptions, 
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and long-standing prejudices (Deridder et al., 2022; Kennedy et al., 2022; Gagnon and Novotny, 

2020).  

Historically, research has been a site of power; promoting social justice or augments social 

unfairness. The inclusion or exclusion of marginalized groups and knowledge production is 

constructed to support the status quo. Decolonisation therefore distinguishes research to stand on 

the side of ñotheredò forms of knowledge production. It further recognises that the research 

process and the representation of research findings are power bound; where the researcher is 

powerful whilst the researched is powerless. Hence, this approach to ethnography is a reflective 

process for the researcher to recognise this power relationship and their positions in this 

relationship while creating actions to diffuse it by deliberately decolonising the data collection 

and representation processes to reflect the worldviews, opinions, experiences, stories and 

narratives of research participants.  

Consequently, the use of decolonisation within the context of this methodology relates to the 

admonition of Mohammed (2026) on ethical data collection processes that are underpinned in 

respect for local perspectives, cultures and worldviews ï rather than absolute co-production of 

the entire research (from conception to analysis) and ownership (claiming authorship of the final 

content). Before diving into the perspectives of decolonial feminist ethnography, I discuss the 

features and characteristics of ethnography in the next paragraphs. 

Ethnography is a research design that emanated from anthropology (Mullick et al., 2013). It is a 

descriptive research design that consists of multiple methodological approaches, including the 

use of techniques such as short- and/or long-term participant observation, interviews, photographs, 

videos, and group field work towards understanding the ways of life of different social and 

cultural groups by immersion in the groupsô lived, everyday experiences (Reyes, 2018).  Thus, it 
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is characterised by a researcher observing (by participating) and reporting/writing/interpreting 

what has been observed on a particular group of people and their culture (Naidoo, 2012; 

Murchison, 2010; Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983). Ethnography, therefore, attempts to respond 

to the question of comprehending complex and consequential senses of óhow things areô and to 

know it in a particular way, as a participant observer or learner under consideration. As a 

qualitative research design, it is underpinned in the constructivist or interpretivist worldview and 

philosophy (Edwards and Skinners, 2020). An interpretivist approach to research dwells on 

purposeful investigation of smaller samples to gain deeper insights into a phenomenon (Hong and 

Cross Francis, 2020), as opposed to positivist research. The purpose of this approach to research 

is not necessarily generalization, hence qualitative researchers do not use large sample sizes to 

investigate social phenomenon (Kroeze, 2012).  

The most significant characteristic of this design is the importance it places on context and 

subjective interpretation. The purpose of qualitative approach to research is to generate a complex 

understanding of human behaviour. Therefore, rather than being concerned with measuring 

various variables, pieces of information, or attitudinal constructs, qualitative studies are typically 

concerned with understanding how people make sense of their world, worldviews.  Hence, 

adopting a design that is rooted in the paradigms of ethnography for this study was appropriate 

in understanding the extent the decolonial lenses of African feminisms, FPE, and 

(epistemological) cultural relativism unpack how water decision making in Bamboi is shaped by 

the different layers of their worldviews and social interactions. 

The rest of this section focuses on unpacking the foundation of decolonial feminist ethnography, 

starting from the concept of decolonisation. The final part discusses the weaknesses of the 

research design. 
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Quite recently, Manning (2018) has presented decolonial feministsô ethnography as a critical 

ethnography where researchers are conscious of their position and representation as an óinsider- 

outsiderô. According to Crowley-Henry (2009), óinsider-outsiderô is the process through which 

the ethnographers' transition and immerse themselves in the ethnographic field through repetitive 

questioning of the ethnographic communityôs cultural categories and constructs. I have 

established my ñinsider-outsiderò positionality in section 3.2.  

Decolonisation is the process of recognising that knowledge production and scholarship are 

power-bound and currently framed along racial lines (Mohammed, 2026; Thambinathan and 

Kinsella, 2021), where Westernised and Eurocentric ideas dominate non-Western ideas. In that 

regard, decolonial research rests in decoloniality, which is embedded in opening unique forms of 

knowledge with the aim of dispelling Western and Eurocentric thoughts as the only framework 

and means for knowledge production (Mignolo and Walsh, 2018; de Sousa Santos, 2015). 

Furthermore, decolonial research adapts the questioning lines of Kilomba (2021, p.30); ñWhat 

knowledge has been made part of academic agendas? And what knowledge has not? Whose 

knowledge is this? Who is acknowledged to have the knowledge? And who is not?ò And that of 

Spivak (2023): ñCan the subaltern speak?ò Consequently, decolonial research takes off from the 

point that the researcher recognises the coloniality of dominance forms of knowledge production 

and their own positionality on the research environment and the outcomes of the research.   

Since decolonising research focuses on unsettling research from Westernised views towards the 

concerns and worldviews of non-Western spheres (Mohammed, 2026), the perspectives of the 

previously ñOther(ed)ò are the basis of knowing and understanding theory (Smith, 2021). The 

decolonisation research process sees the researcher and the research as important components of 

the research process and outcomes. Hence, Datta (2018, p.2) argued that, ñdecolonisation is an 
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on-going process of becoming, unlearning, and relearning regarding who we are as researchers 

and educators, and taking responsibilities for participantsò, whilst Thambinathan and Kinsella 

(2021) argued that decolonial researchers immersed in decolonising research process do not limit 

themselves as scholars but take active roles. The arguments of Thambinathan and Kinsella (2021) 

and Datta (2018) were the pivotal points of my immersion in Bamboi, where I participated in the 

villageôs everyday life such as fetching water from wells for domestic activities such as bathing 

and cooking, attending certain church and funerals when invited, and an Easter picnic organised 

by the next southwards village, New Longoro, in conjunction with Bamboi. In these events, I 

positioned myself as a participant rather than a scholar who would have been taking notes and 

asking questions.   

Furthermore, Thambinathan and Kinsella (2021, p.1) argued that a decolonised research process 

should be practiced along these four principles: exercising critical reflexivity, incorporating 

reciprocity and respect for research participantsô self-determination, embracing the ñOther(ed)ò 

ways of knowing and embodying a transformative praxis. These reflective principles guided the 

fieldwork of this ethnography; relating with local people in ways that built trust, respect and 

ownership of the research findings by openly discussing research findings with village leaders 

and entire village through an open forum at Bamboi Community Centre. The third principle 

espoused by Thambinathan and Kinsella (2021, p.1), ñembracing the óother(ed)ô ways of knowingò 

drove my focus to the localised and cosmic worldviews that shape local decisions on water 

(especially as it relates to the BVR) in the village through the Priesthood safeguards of the 

Koorafon (I have briefly discussed the Koorafon some sections of this chapter and in details at 

Chapter Six). This shaped the themes of Chapter Six of the thesis. The rest of this section 

discusses the lapses of an ethnographic study such as this. 
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As with several qualitative research designs (Harry and Lipsky, 2014; Thompson, 2017) such as 

case studies, the representative and generalisation of the findings of ethnographic works have 

often been doubted due to the smaller nature of the sample size as compared to designs such as 

experimental studies (Aspers and Corte, 2019; Hammersley, 2018; Hammersley and Atkinson, 

1983). To Silverman (2012), this can eliminate sensitive contexts that could have been 

highlighted in frequency and central tendencies if a large sample size was studied. Consequently, 

Sallee and Flood (2012) and Berg (2009) argue that qualitative research comparatively suffers 

credibility.  

However, one of the main strategies for overcoming the challenges of qualitative research such 

as ethnography is the use of triangulation. Triangulation is the use of different methods and 

diverse participants to validate the data taken (Yin, 2009). Regardless, unlike other qualitative 

research designs, the strength of ethnography is in the use of different data collection methods 

and instruments. These methods and instruments complement the shortfalls of each other and 

serve as triangulation strategies. To that effect, the study used different data collection methods, 

which included IDIs with Key Informants (KIs) and participant observation to triangulate data 

taken during the fieldwork. As such, the incidence of eluding sensitive contexts and the credibility 

of research is out of context.  

Furthermore, the longevity of a research process coupled with multiple data collection methods 

improves the validity of data collected. Due to the ten-month span of this ethnography, I was 

present in the village to validate the dates and times of events and festival quoted by some key 

informants. For instance, a Key Informant had revealed in an interview that the annual 

sanctification of the BVR usually took place in a day within April and June. However, it was 

rather done in the month of February during the ethnography, invalidating the earlier response of 



   
 

102 
 

the Key Informant. This became a point for further follow-ups with various key informants on 

the change in the annual sanctification date. It was during this triangulation that it was revealed 

the sanctification is supposed to take place in the first quarter of each year to appreciate Korowii 

(Almighty God) and the cosmic world (ancestors and spirits) for the water/natural resources and 

bumper harvest. However, due to the lack of consistent funds to purchase items for the rituals 

such as the white ram (in Chapter Six, I detail the items), the event is usually postponed until the 

items are gotten through donations or contributions from the village residents. Approaching this 

study through a survey might have missed this reality and turn-around of information that 

participant observation offered to this research. This was reflective for reorganising questions and 

improving data validity.  

3.2 Research positionality 

Research positionality reflects the researcherôs self in terms of knowledge, experiences, and other 

personal attributes that influence his or her research (Duran et al., 2025). In ethnography, 

positionality implies the interconnectedness of the different layers of personal experience 

connected to conducting research. Thus, it embodies the psychological, emotional, relational, 

experiential, ontological and ethical dimensions, arising from the researcher's unique subjectivity 

and the specific time and space in which he or she is positioned. These are reflected in the socio-

cultural attributes, political orientation, values, and belief systems, intersectional attributes: 

gender, class, and caste, and how one is situated power-wise in the research process; data 

generated and how it is presented (Ríos and Patel, 2023).  

Positioning oneself is situational; it is a matter of who one is dealing with and who one is. The 

position of the ethnographer is multi-dimensional and multi-situated. Thus, research positionality 

enhances researchers' ability to come to terms with the reality that the knowledge generated from 
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the field is situated and their identity plays an extricable role in the research and the research 

process.  

Based on the reflections above, I position myself in this ethnography as a young Ghanaian woman 

with fluid and dynamic socio economic characteristics. I was born and raised in the Ashanti 

Region and later lived in the Upper West Region for my undergraduate and postgraduate studies 

before relocating to Leeds, United Kingdom in 2021 to pursue this PhD. Although I was a 

full time student and formally unemployed during fieldwork, my funded doctoral status placed 

me in a position of significant economic privilege relative to both rural and urban contexts in 

Ghana. In Bamboi, this translated into an income level comparable to high earners in the village. 

Conscious of the power embedded in such perceived economic privilege, I deliberately moderated 

my lifestyle, particularly the technologies I used and the nature of my daily purchases to avoid 

projecting an elevated social status. This was essential for reducing hierarchical perceptions and 

fostering more balanced, open engagements with participants. 

Finally, at the time of this ethnography, I was in my early thirties. In the Ghanaian context, a 

30 year old is still considered a ñyoung personò and often perceived as a óchildô when interacting 

with older adults. Acknowledging this age hierarchy, I was intentional about sustaining the interest 

and trust of older key informants. Ethnicity also shaped my positionality. Although Ghana is 

ethnically diverse and largely harmonious, sharp cultural differences, reinforced by colonial 

histories, have produced subtle hierarchies in which some southern ethnicities, including the Akan, 

often hegemonically perceive themselves as culturally ñsuperiorò to the ethnicities of the north. 

As an Akan woman and a predominant Twi speaker, I was aware of how this identity could 

influence perceptions of me in Bamboi, and the entire data co-production. For instance, despite 

having lived and studied in northwestern Ghana since 2012 and having basic proficiency in Waale, 
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I could not speak Mo/Deg, the indigenous language of Bamboi. Whilst communication was 

facilitated through Asante Twi and Bono (which are non-Mo languages but widely spoken by the 

Mo/Deg), I recognised that relying on these languages risked missing culturally embedded 

expressions, especially proverbs and idioms central to Mo/Deg worldviews. Mohammed (2026) 

warns about this risk. This linguistic limitation was therefore an important dimension of my 

positionality in the field, that I had to sensitively navigate by relying on the Mo language prowess 

of my native research assistance. 

3.3 Choosing the ethnographic field, Bamboi 

Choosing a field site is one of the most consequential decisions in ethnography (Walford, 2001). 

This is because it shapes the depth, quality, and relevance of the data collected. There is no 

universal formula for selecting a site. However, the key criterion is whether a location offers 

sufficient richness to address the research aims (Walford, 2001). Guided by this, I relied on my 

long standing encounters with Bamboi and its distinctive characteristics. The subsequent text 

explains my encounters with Bamboi and decision to select it for this ethnography 

During my frequent journeys from the Ashanti Region to the Upper West Region, I was always 

captivated by the Black Volta River as the bus crossed the Bamboi Bridge (on the Trans-ECOWAS 

Road linking major cities such as Kumasi, Techiman, Wenchi, Bole and Wa to Burkina Faso) ï a 

symbolic point dividing the northern and middle belts of Ghana. Within minutes of crossing the 

bridge, the road enters Bamboi, a village whose identity is inseparable from the river. My academic 

grounding in northern Ghana from 2012 onwards further shaped my interest. Years of living in the 

northwestern Ghana exposed me to the regionôs chronic water stress and the gendered dynamics 

of accessing communal water sources ï issues that initially appeared to reflect simple maleïfemale 

divides but later revealed deeper intersectional complexities. 
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Bamboi emerged as an ideal site because of its proximity to the Black Volta River and its central 

role in the villageôs socio physical landscape. This was of interest to the research due to the 

possibility of accessing and assessing diverse lived experiences on óformalô and óinformalô water 

governance strategies. Riverine settlements in Ghana such as Bamboi host layered interactions 

between formal and informal water governance systems, making them fertile ground for examining 

lived experiences at the intersection of gender, culture, and resource politics. The villageôs varied 

water related livelihood activities including fishing, farming, trading, transportation, and food 

services further enhanced its suitability. 

Finally, Bamboiôs linguistic landscape strengthened its appeal and situated my positionality. 

Although Deg/Mo is the native language, Asante Twi is widely spoken. As a native Twi speaker, 

this fostered immersion and reduced the linguistic barriers and the risk of interpretive distortions 

that could arise when relying heavily on assistants for translation. 

3.4 Study population, unit of analysis, sampling and sample size determination 

Study population comprises the individuals whose experiences are analysed in response to research 

questions to give meaning to a phenomenon. It reflects the entity from which data are generated to 

address the social science problem under investigation (Casteel and Bridier, 2021). Salkind (2010) 

describes this as the unit of analysis, the foundation on which research claims are substantiated. 

Hence, they constitute the entities from whom data is generated using appropriate data collection 

instruments Depending on the research problem and design, the unit of analysis may be a case, an 

individual, a group (Yin, 2014), or their lived experiences (Dieumegard et al., 2021; Hong and 

Cross Francis, 2020), with its definition shaped by the nature of the inquiry (Casteel and Bridier, 

2021). 
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Consequently, the unit of analysis for this research included all residents of Bamboi as well as 

actors outside the village who influence water related decisions, including Local Government 

Officials of the Bole District, the Bui Power Authority, and CWSA officials in New Longoro. 

Although New Longoro was not a direct study site, its proximity, Mo ethnicity, and shared social 

infrastructure with Bamboi as well as the oversight role of its CWSA office over the Bamboiôs 

prospective small town water system necessitated occasional reference to the village in this thesis. 

The rest of this section discusses sampling and sample size processes. 

Sampling and sample size determination were guided by the need to avoid both over sampling and 

under sampling, which can waste research resources and participantsô time (Sarfo et al., 2021). 

Whilst selecting participants in qualitative research is relatively straightforward, debates persist 

regarding when sampling is considered complete (Blaikie, 2018; Morse, 2000), especially given 

the researcherôs subjective decisions about inclusion and exclusion (Porzsolt et al., 2019). This 

study used non probability sampling, selecting participants based on my judgement of their 

knowledge of water governance in Bamboi. Non-probability sampling may occur accidentally or 

through targeted selection (Nyimbili and Nyimbili, 2024; Campbell et al., 2020). Accordingly, the 

study employed a blend of purposive sampling, based on respondentsô relevance, and accidental 

sampling occurring through real-time spontaneous encounters at public forums, ñunder-treeò 

conversation, water points such as taps and the BVR, and informal gatherings. 

Saturation determined the point at which data collection ceased. It marks the moment when 

information becomes sufficiently rich to explain the phenomenon and answer the research 

questions (Sarfo et al., 2021; Creswell and Poth, 2016). However, as Sarfo et al. (2021) argue, 

saturation must be considered alongside research objectives, sampling approach, and participant 
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quality. Therefore, this ethnography integrated saturation, research aims, and the relevance of 

respondents across all phases of data collection. 

3.5 Data collection methods and instruments 

3.5.1 Doing fieldwork 

Fieldwork is central to qualitative research designs (Aspers and Corte, 2019) and is foundational 

to ethnography (Hammersley, 2018). It constitutes a mode of perception through which places are 

directly experienced, interpreted, theorised, and rendered communicable or made órealô to the 

researcher (Kombe et al., 2019). Within ethnography, fieldwork is an epistemic and ontological 

practice rather than a mechanical data collection exercise. Thus, it entails rigorous intellectual and 

imaginative engagement with embodied encounters in the field, through which primary 

ethnographic materials are co produced and interpreted, most commonly through participant 

observation (Whitehead, 2005).  

Fieldwork also enables the ethnographer to internalise the spatial, temporal, and socio cultural 

rhythms of a settlement, including how these patterns shift across different times of the day, week, 

or year to organise everyday life (Whitehead, 2005). Accordingly, I undertook ten months of 

continuous residence in Bamboi. This prolonged immersion made legible the seasonality of water 

availability and scarcity and the ways these fluctuations pattern everyday water decisions and 

broader configurations of water governance in the village. Figure 2 sets out the fieldwork plan 

that structured this ethnography. 
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Figure 2: Roadmap to ethnographic fieldwork in Bamboi, Bole District - Ghana 

Source: Authorôs construct
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3.5.1.1 Fieldnotes 

Fieldnotes are written accounts that carry the reader into the field. They present detailed written 

accounts of observations made about people, places, social events, and conversations (organised 

and spontaneous), describing what the ethnographer experienced, looked, listened to, felt, and 

thought (Coles and Thomson, 2016). Crafting fieldnotes involves finding and responding to the 

rhythm and atmosphere and acknowledging what it is to be in a place and close to people, as well 

as how it feels to have a place and to be changed by the people met in that place.   

Reyes (2018) argues that making fieldnotes more descriptive entails an elaboration of 

observations and reflections made in the field, and this is usually more balanced than personal 

fieldnotes. In descriptive fieldnotes, the ethnographer describes selected episode(s), person(s), 

place(s), or conversation(s) in considerable detail, focusing on particular aspects of the field. 

Descriptive fieldnotes help the ethnographer get into the scene through figurative and interesting 

writing, thereby making the fieldnotes more engaging (Reyes, 2018). Thus, being descriptive in 

writing fieldnotes transcends a mere record of raw data to being deeply imaginative and 

interpretive, landing readers to the field as if they were there. Whilst the ethnographer may not 

be able to turn everything seen and heard into text, descriptive writing can push the ether 

boundaries to evoke a texture, weight and clamour of the field in ways that invite participation 

and allow for a plurality of interpretations.  
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Figure 3: Field notebook of Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork (2022/23). 

Fieldnote is therefore one of the instruments used to gather data to write this ethnographic piece.  

Mindful of ethical obligations, I clearly marked my hard copy fieldnote book (Figure 3) as 

confidential and no-access, stored it securely, and routinely transferred entries into a protected 

digital field report. The fieldnotes also became a reflexive tool that shaped subsequent interviews: 

gaps identified in earlier entries informed follow up conversations, allowing questioning to 

remain dynamic, responsive and grounded in unfolding field realities rather than predetermined 

scripts. Being conscious of the decolonial undertones of this research, being flexible and bending 

questions to suit field realities and previous responses were ways of giving research autonomy 

and direction to the local people and their realities.  
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3.5.2 Participant observation 

Observation is an important data collection method in ethnography (Neuman, 2014; Whitehead, 

2005; Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983). It is the starting point of ethnography because the 

ethnographer begins to observe and be observed immediately after there is an entry into the 

ethnographic site (Hammersley, 2018). Wacquant (2009) argued that observation is synonymous 

with immersion in ethnography. Participant observation is a typical methodological approach to 

ethnography and many anthropological and sociological studies (Kawulich, 2012; Neuman, 

2014).  

According to Marshall and Rossman (2014), observation is the systematic process in which 

events, behaviours, and artefacts of a social setting are described. Although observation is often 

associated with sight, in its purest form, ethnographers use all their senses, which include sight, 

hearing, smell, taste, and feelings (emotions/touch), to higher levels to understand the cultural 

environment in which they are studying and living (Whitehead, 2005). Observation also serves 

as a triangulation strategy to improve the credibility and validity of this study as suggested by 

Yin (2009). Being a participant observer in Bamboi, I was conscious of attending public events 

of the villageôs interest to continuously build and sustain trust, adequately immerse in in the 

villageôs social patterns, and gather important pointers for subsequent interviews. Public events 

such as funeral rites are important part of the Ghana rites of passage. In some southern Ghana 

ethnicities such as the Akan (especially the Asante), it is a whole economic investment (see Gedzi 

et al., 2020; De Witte, 2003). Joining bereaved families to mourn their deceased is considered a 

good gesture and often appreciated with food, drinks and a one-on-one appreciation after the 

funeral. Knowing this character of the Ghanaian society, I actively participated in the funeral 

celebration of the water priestess, who had died a few days after an interview with her.  
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3.5.2.1 Observation checklist 

I developed an observation guide/checklist before the fieldwork. This was used to gather first-

hand information on the water resources and the day-to-day lives around water access and 

availability within Bamboi. Data gathered with the checklist was recorded in my field notebook. 

Where appropriate, I sought the consent of people in any scenario I observed to snap pictures, 

which were subsequently stored on my University's OneDrive and standalone device. 

3.5.3 In-depth interviews (IDIs) with Key Informants (KIs)  

In ethnography, an interview is synonymous with face-to-face discussions between the researcher 

and participants on their perspectives, views, opinions and ideas on the research subject 

(Whitehead, 2005). Schostak (2005) argues that it would be a deception to assume that interview 

is a process where the researcher mines data.  It is a process where there is a clash of opinions and 

perspectives between the interviewee and the interviewer, thus, an interview of óyoursô, óoursô, 

ómineô and worldviews (Schostak, 2005). Whilst interviews are generic description of the face-to-

face interactions between the researcher and participants, an in-depth interview (IDI) is an 

interview technique that involves conducting intensive individual interviews with a small number 

of respondents to explore and understand their situated perspectives, worldviews and experiences 

on a particular idea, programme, or situation (Boyce and Neale, 2006). IDIs offer researchers a 

comprehensive picture (rather than a snapshot) of how issues or situations exist or occur in the 

way they do (Boyce and Neale, 2006). The primary advantage of an in-depth interview for this 

study was to provide flexibility and detailed information about the research subjects ï ñwaterò, 

ñdecision-making/governanceò, ñintersectionalitiesò, and ñAfrican feminismsò. IDIs in this study 

were used to engage water stakeholders and informants to be at ease in raising, responding and 
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discussing questions on the politics of participation regarding everyday water decision and 

governance in general.  

3.5.3.1 In-depth interview/ key informant guides 

Various instruments were used in the in-depth interviews. When in-depth interviews were 

conducted for key informants (KIs), a KI guide that had been designed prior to the fieldwork was 

used to guide the interviews. Different KI guides were designed based on the nature of the key 

informant being targeted for information. For instance, a peculiar guide was designed for the 

interview with internal key informants such as the villageôs council of elders, the Water Priests 

and other knowledgeable persons on water decisions in Bamboi such as oral historians in the 

village. Also, another KI guide was designed for informants from Government subsidiaries such 

as the respondents from the Planning and Engineering Departments in the Bole District Assembly 

and CWSA. In addition, a KI guide was designed for interviews with identified academics 

working on water governance in Northern Ghana. In the introductory period of this ethnography, 

this KI guide was used in the interview of two academics engaged in water governance for over 

a decade who are based at SDD-UBIDS. The interview with these academics preceded the 

fieldwork and guided my questioning on the field. The essence of the different interview guides 

was to provide a tailored interview structure that was appropriate in co-producing responses from 

different stakeholders who have unique experiences, interests and knowledge of the realities of 

the politics surrounding gender mainstreaming, intersectionalities and water governance within 

the Northern Ghana landscape.  

3.5.4 Auxiliary data collection methods 

Beyond the fieldwork, participant observation and interviews, I relied on life histories and 

informal conversations to understand issues deeper and eavesdrop on unplanned interviews, 
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respectively. Life history interviews of some personalities in Bamboi were used to understand 

how their life has uniquely positioned them in the decision-making spaces of the village. I 

conducted four life history interviews. Two were with Naa Tiyaa and her sister, known in the 

village as KasafoҜ. These were older people with no specified leadership responsibilities in the 

village but were considered well-versed in the history of the village. Hence, they were held in 

higher esteem by most of the people I engaged. Usually, people I engaged on the history of 

Bamboi and water decisions would tell me: ñgo and talk to Naa Tiyaa. She can give you accurate 

information about all you are asking. Her sister, KasafoҜ, also knows a lot, but she will bore you 

with long conversationsò.  

As a decolonial feminist ethnographer, I needed to know all that they did not want KasafoὉ to 

bore me with. Until I had stayed in Bamboi for quite a longer period, I had assumed Naa Tiyaa 

was the Water Priestess due to the references made of her by many of my initial contacts, 

including some members of the village council of elders when I wanted to know more about the 

BVR and gendered relations. Her sister was also engaged on her life history to make an 

intersectional argument about the differential perceptions the village ascribes to old age (in 

Chapter Five; section 5.3.1, I discuss this). 

The third life history interview was with the water priestess, Koraa Yaa Kumah. This history was 

important in understanding the uniqueness of her role and how it positions her to disrupt the 

problematic gazes of mainstream feminisms. Her interview was instrumental in the analysis in 

Chapter Seven. 

The fourth life history was from a neighbour of a man in his mid-forties who is a return migrant 

in the village, after working at the Bui Power Authority until he had an accident. At the point of 

the ethnography, he was mentally challenged but was responsible for his personal upkeep, which 



   
 

115 
 

he eloquently delivered each day. His history was important to unpack the intersectional 

privileges by differently positioned men and migrants in the village. I pseudonymised him as 

ñMatthewò in Chapter Five (5.3.7). 

Aside from life histories, I engaged in various informal conversations with people in matters that 

I found interesting to the research subject. Since I had employed participant observation, 

immersing in the village meant joining in the everyday life of the village such as going to the 

villageôs market, visiting saloons for my hair servicing, visiting friends I had made at their shops 

and randomly moving through the village at some times. The conversations in such everyday 

living were not structured as interviews, but some became important in making analytical 

narratives. Others were the basis for scheduling in-depth interviews. 

 

Figure 4: A random informal conversation in Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork (2022/23). 
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Finally, this ethnography relied primarily on the lived experiences, everyday practices, and 

narratives of residents of Bamboi, as well as the agencies that directly engage the village in water 

provision and decision making. Given the richness and depth of data generated from the village, 

the Bole District Assembly (the local government authority), and the CWSA, ï particularly 

regarding the Government of Ghanaôs strategies and policies on water governance ï 

national level institutions that do not operate directly in Bamboi, such as the Water Resources 

Commission, were not interviewed for primary data. Similarly, international bodies such as the 

United Nations were not engaged for primary data. Nonetheless, relevant GoG policy briefs, 

ministerial reports on water and gender in Ghana, and key UN documents were reviewed to 

provide analytical and contextual grounding for the study. The perusal of the UN documents, for 

example, produced the opening quotation (see section 1.0). Additionally, during the write up 

stage, I participated in a purposively selected focus group organised by the Water@Leeds Group 

to engage with the UN Special Rapporteur on Water Security. Reflections from this meeting 

offered valuable insights into global policy gaps and challenges in water provision and 

governance, which further informed the analysis presented in this thesis. 

3.6 Obtaining ethical clearance and ensuring an ethical ethnography 

I applied for ethical clearance from the University of Leeds Ethics Committee (Business, 

Environment and Social Sciences ï AREA). As a result, the study adhered to the University of 

Leedsô ethical standards in doing social science research. The ethical issues that were adhered to 

included confidentiality of the responses given, the anonymity of respondentsô identity by 

removing identifiers from quoted responses, informed consent by seeking verbal or non-verbal 

consent from targeted informants and interviewees before interviews or conversations except in 

public forums, respect for respondentsô welfare and respect for respondentsô representation and 
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responses. Except in the analysis of the life histories of the Water Priestess, Naa Tiyaa and her 

sister, KasafoὉ, and a description of a place from my native research assistant (see section 5.3.7), 

all the respondents were anonymised or pseudonymised.  

In relation to respect for respondentsô welfare as an ethical practice, I had planned that if a 

respondent was not feeling well within a scheduled period of interview or during the interview 

session, I would reschedule the interview and possibly support the respondent to seek medical 

assistance, if required and consented to. On the field, this was practicalised when I encountered 

an aged key informant who was grieving at the time of a scheduled interview. We (including my 

two research assistants) were trapped between leaving her alone or just being around her in grief, 

as she was alone in her thatch house. I made the decision that we will be with her as she was not 

comfortable when we bid her goodbye. We sat by her as she narrated her ordeal of losing close 

relatives, with a recent one that hit her badly. She teared up for a while and started engaging us 

in stories about the village's history and that of neighbouring villages. In few minutes, her 

countenance had changed, as she was smiling at some point. Whilst this was a good sign, I 

understand that grieving is a constellation of cognitive, emotional, and behavioural changes 

occurring in response to loss (Benner, 1979). Kübler-Ross (2014) proposes a five-stage model of 

grief; denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance, which do not necessarily occur in a 

predetermined order. Thus ñwe go back and forth and may react to the same loss at different 

stagesò (Avis et al., 2021). To avoid her relapsing to deep grief, we sought permission to 

reschedule the interview to another date. In less than a weekôs time, we were informed of her 

demise. 
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3.7 Planning village entry and gaining access to participants  

Access in ethnographic fieldwork is always negotiated. This requires the researcher to deploy 

interpersonal skills including respect, empathy, and adherence to local protocols to navigate 

everyday interactions (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983). Field entry is an important moment for 

ethnographers. It begins with an óoutsiderô establishing legitimacy, managing first impressions, 

and responding to the questions, gazes, and curiosity of community members (Whitehead, 2005). 

This process is mediated by gatekeepers including chiefs, religious leaders, traditional priests, local 

authorities and others who control access to key social spaces and information (Hammersley and 

Atkinson, 1983). Maintaining balanced relations with these actors is essential to avoid being 

entangled in existing gatekeeper rivalries while still securing their endorsement. 

An ethnographerôs acceptance by the gatekeepers has a higher potential in ensuring successful 

ethnographic work. Hence, my initial entry into Bamboi was facilitated through the Chiefôs 

representative and the Bamboi Palace council of elders. This council comprised male gate heads 

and their female counterparts (hankoora) across the six Mo gates (see Chapter Six), as well as 

respected custodians of customary knowledge such as the Water Narrator, whose lineage spans 

the Koorafon and Haritinafon gates. Although my initial plan was to enter through the Bole District 

Assembly a ï decentralised administrative body serving populations up to 75,000 (GSS, 2021), 

this option was not feasible because I arrived on a weekend when the Assembly was closed. The 

aim of entering Bamboi through the district assembly was to have access to the contact information 

of the elected local government officer of Bamboi, locally referred as Assemblyman or woman 

(usually elected in charge of a basic unit of local governance locality such as a village, town or 

part of a town). This option would have eliminated the procedures and protocols that would be 

required in entering through traditional authorities like chiefs. However, relying on Assembly 
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members, who are often aligned with partisan politics (primarily NPP or NDC), risked 

complicating early engagements. 

Instead, access was strengthened through a native of Bamboi ï later one of my research assistants 

(also an alumnus of UDS) ï who already had strong ties with key gatekeepers, including the 

Chiefôs representative, Water Priests, and the council of elders. His presence significantly reduced 

the initial suspicion often directed at outsiders. Northern Ghanaôs long-standing exposure to 

university led field training, particularly the University for Development Studiesô Third Trimester 

Field Practical Programme (TTFPP), has made settlements generally welcoming to researchers. 

As a former UDS student who had undertaken fieldwork in Wa Municipality and Larabanga, 

entering a northern Ghanaian settlement did not present the same challenges faced by an ñabsolute 

outsider.ò 

Nevertheless, I dedicated the first month of the fieldwork to systematic introductions and deep 

reconnaissance. Living in Bamboi during this period enabled me to familiarise myself with local 

politics, power dynamics, water-use practices, and the rhythms of everyday life. Immersing myself 

in daily water collection, observing sources, and understanding patterns of availability provided a 

critical foundation for grasping the complex social and ecological dynamics shaping the research 

context. 

3.8 Staying and researching in Bamboi 

This section unpacks the processes of entering, staying and strategies of immersing within the 

ethnographic settlement, Bamboi. 
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3.8.1 Arriving at the ethnographic site ï Bamboi 

I travelled from Wenchi to Bamboi at 1:52 pm on Sunday, 28 August 2022, accompanied by my 

younger brother, who later became one of my research assistants. His involvement in the 

exploratory stage was intentional: he was available at the time, and travelling with him mitigated 

concerns around accommodation uncertainties, personal safety, and existing health challenges. His 

presence therefore reduced anxiety3 and proved invaluable during field entry. Beyond safety, he 

also provided an organic social network in Bamboi, as he had a former classmate, a Deg/Mo native, 

whose extended family still lived in the village. This connection offered a useful starting point for 

establishing initial contacts on the day of arrival. My familiarity with the Bamboi route, gained 

through frequent travel to the Upper West Region between 2012 and 2018, further eased the 

transition into the field. In the discussion that follows, ñIò and ñweò are used interchangeably to 

reflect either my solo activities or tasks undertaken with my research assistants. 

We arrived in Bamboi around 2:58 pm. The initial contact arranged through my brotherôs friend 

was unreachable, but drawing on prior knowledge of the village, I quickly located a guest house. 

This accommodation served as my base for six days until I was able to connect with the family of 

my brotherôs friend, who later became my ethnographic household for the duration of fieldwork. 

Around the same period, Raymond ï a native of Bamboi and my eventual village-based research 

assistant ï visited me at the guest house and accompanied me to meet key members of the family 

and village gatekeepers. Whilst hopeful for a positive reception, I remained reflexive about the 

dynamics of field entry and the early observations I needed to begin documenting. Each day of 

interaction gradually deepened my immersion. 

                                            
3 Kaplan (1992) unbundles the strategies of reducing field study anxieties. 
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In the first days, we encountered curious gazes, as residents seemed unsure whether we were 

transient travellers ï given the high volume of passengers who briefly stop on the Trans ECOWAS 

Road ï or new entrants to the settlement. These reactions signalled the beginning of our negotiation 

of presence. 

Working with my brother as a research assistant required guiding him to adopt ethnographic 

sensibilities, even though both of us were alumni of the UDS and participants of its TTFPP. This 

shared background eased the process, as he was already familiar with field conduct and community 

engagement. Significantly, my village-based research assistant was also a UDS alumnus with 

TTFPP experience, which facilitated alignment in our approaches to immersion. 

Although he was a native and therefore accustomed to the layers of authority and everyday 

relations in Bamboi, I regularly reminded him of the methodological need for gradual immersion 

before initiating major interviews. I shared my fieldwork roadmap (Figure 2) with him, which 

enhanced our coordination and allowed us to navigate the field with greater flexibility and 

intentionality. This information sharing was important set the grounds for the village entry. The 

next section unpacks the village entry and immersion processes. 

3.8.2 Processes of village entry and immersion 

Raymond, my village based research assistant, was my first bridge into Bamboi. He led me to the 

ócaretakerô chief and his elders, and as we approached the palace, I felt the weight of what this 

introduction meant, not just formally, but emotionally. This was my first moment of becoming 

visible to the people whose everyday lives I hoped to learn from. I knew that how I entered would 

shape what I could later see, hear, and understand. As I sat before the elders, I felt an instinctive 

need to locate myself in ways that would resonate with them. I deliberately highlighted my paternal 
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hometown, only a few miles from Bamboi. This was not a casual detail; I was consciously drawing 

on the cultural proximity between the Mo and the Bono/Akan, especially their shared practice of 

enstoolment rather than enskinment. In that moment, I realised how identity works as both a 

resource and a vulnerability in ethnographic encounters. Positioning myself as a ñneighbourò 

rather than a total outsider softened the atmosphere; I could feel the eldersô expressions shift from 

polite distance to a more open curiosity. 

 

Figure 5: With my native research assistant, waiting to meet the Council of Palace elders 

Source: Fieldwork, 2022. 

However, even with this proximity, I found myself renegotiating expectations. Many elders 

assumed I had come with questionnaires or an intervention project ï assumptions shaped by their 

long encounters with NGOs and philanthropists. Their expectations made me acutely aware of 
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how easily researchers are folded into broader histories of development promises. I had to gently 

but repeatedly clarify that I was not bringing a borehole, a well, or any tangible product. This was 

an academic ethnography and explaining that sometimes felt like unravelling layers of hope, 

disappointment, and assumptions about what ñresearchò should deliver. 

During my first month, this clarification became a form of relationship building. It allowed me to 

reset expectations while also understanding how development encounters had already shaped what 

people imagined I was there to do. In this sense, my research started long before any formal 

observation ï it began with listening to what people thought I represented. 

As part of my familiarisation, I walked with my assistants to the BVR. That walk stays with me. 

The riverbank was alive: women washing clothes ï some for their households, others as 

commercial work; young and older men (between 25 and 60 years) casting their nets; motorking4 

operators hauling water in large gallons for sale. Whilst I observed these scenes, I was struck by 

how gender, age, labour, and social positioning were already quietly inscribed in the rhythms of 

the river. These early observations reminded me that intersectionality was not something I would 

ñapplyò later in analysis ï it was right there in front of me, shaping who did what, who had access, 

and whose presence appeared ordinary or exceptional. 

Those first days in Bamboi revolved around: how I was seen, how I wanted to be seen, and the 

delicate balance between researcher, stranger, neighbour, and woman. They formed the foundation 

of the ethnographic relationships that would guide the rest of my fieldwork. 

 

                                            
4 A form of tricycle used for local transportation in several parts of Ghana. 
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Figure 6: Informal conversation with a group of commercial water contractors at the BVR  

Source: Fieldwork, 2022. 

3.8.3 Meeting the ñcaretakerò Chief and the palace council of elders 

Meeting the caretaker Chief and his council of elders became a routine part of my entry into 

Bamboi. These encounters were not formal audiences but moments of relationship building that 

allowed me to ease into the social and political rhythms of the village. Although Bamboi carries 

the energy of an urban trading hub shaped by its position along the Trans ECOWAS route, its 

residents still anchor authority in traditional structures, especially the chief, elders and older men. 

Maintaining regular contact with the Chiefôs representative and other gatekeepers was therefore 

central to establishing trust and signalling respect. 
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Figure 7: First meeting with Bamboiôs Chiefôs representative and the council of elders 

Source: Fieldwork, 2022. 

Over time, these interactions grew into a warm, reciprocal relationship. The elders began to request 

conversations with me, and I was invited into significant cultural spaces, including the palace 

picture gallery (Figure 8), where portraits of past and neighbouring chiefs are displayed. These 

invitations signalled that I was no longer seen only as a visitor but as someone with whom they 

wished to share aspects of their history and identity. With this foundation of familiarity and trust, 

I then began scheduling formal interviews. By this point, participants clearly understood the 

purpose of the research, the use of the data, and had given informed consent to participate. 
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Figure 8: Picture gallery of the Bamboi Palace 

Source: Fieldwork, 2022. 

3.8.4 Meeting the Bamboi hankoora (Queen mother) and her elders 

As part of my introduction to the village, I met the Bamboi hankoora (queenmother). She had not 

been present during my initial meeting with the Chiefôs representative and elders, so the Yaarafon 

hankoora stood in for her. The Yaarafon is one of the key family gates in Bamboi ïdiscussed 

further in Chapter Six ï and is the chieftaincy gate from which male descendants assume the 

villageôs paramountcy while female descendants become hankoora. 
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In later conversations, the Bamboi hankoora clarified that the Yaarafon hankooraôs representation 

was not a fixed rule but a discretionary choice determined by availability. Her proximity ï living 

closer to the Bamboi hankoora ï also made her a practical stand in. I sought further clarity on this 

recurring substitution and learned that, although both the chief and the Bamboi hankoora originate 

from the Yaarafon, the gate independently contributes its own male and female elders to the palace 

council. Thus, the Yaarafon hankoora holds her own seat but temporarily assumes the Bamboi 

hankooraôs role when formally requested. 

My discussions with the Bamboi hankoora and her elders revealed the gendered structure of 

representation at the palace. Only one seat is formally allocated to women ï the Bamboi hankooraôs 

seat. All other female elders attend as representatives of their respective gates, paired with their 

male gate heads. In practice, however, during all the palace meetings I attended, only the Yaarafon 

hankoora was present; the rest were absent due to old age, ill health, or conflicting domestic and 

economic responsibilities. These roles are inherited and not easily relinquished. 

Interestingly, similar constraints affected male elders, yet they had regents who represented them 

ï unlike the women. For example, both the Yaarafon and Haritinafon (landownersô gate) were 

represented by regents because their actual heads were incapacitated. This reinforced the implicit 

hierarchy that male representation was indispensable, while female presence was optional. 

This dynamic became analytically important for this study. The Yaarafon hankoora explained that 

when a male gate head attends a meeting, he is assumed to represent the ñwholeò gate because he 

would have already consulted the hankoora and other gate members. Thus, womenôs physical 

absence was framed as inconsequential. Moreover, most women are traders, and palace meetings 

are held during trading hours; attending would mean losing income, whereas their views would 
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still be conveyed through their male gate head. Her explanation resonates with 

Dikito Wachtmeisterôs (2000) observation from Zimbabwe that womenôs participation in 

committee meetings is often constrained by competing livelihood responsibilities 

3.8.5 Meeting the ñRiver/Water Priestò 

During the introductory phase of the fieldwork, several villagers, including the palace elders, 

consistently referred me to the water/river priest once I mentioned water decision making as a core 

theme. Throughout the thesis, I use ñwater priestò and ñriver priestò interchangeably to describe 

the custodian of the BVRôs customary governance. Although he represents the Koorafon gate (one 

of the six Mo family gates discussed in Chapter Six) on the council of elders, he had been absent 

during my initial palace visit, making an early visit to his residence essential. With assistance from 

my native research assistant, I met him in the Koorafon section of the village (each gate maintains 

its ancestral compound for libations and periodic sacrifices). 

Our first conversation offered deep insight into his role as water priest, particularly the cosmic and 

supernatural stewardship of the BVR expressed through sanctifications, totemic rules, and taboos. 

His narratives became foundational for constructing the themes of Chapter Six and served as a 

memory archive of the villageôs metaphysical water governance. 

Among the key taboos he outlined was the prohibition against fetching river water with dark or 

smoke blackened containers. He also emphasised that menstruating women were barred from 

approaching the river; they had to wait at the riverbank for others to fetch water on their behalf. 

He further explained that the sanctification of the BVR is a mandatory annual rite, typically 

performed between April and June, to appease the river deity and seek forgiveness for ñsinsò ï  
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actions that violate the rules governing access to and interaction with Nnaa Moo. Beyond this 

annual ritual, the priest performs intermittent sanctifications to address spontaneous violations 

committed by villagers or travellers crossing the BVR via the Bamboi Bridge. For example, it is 

forbidden for corpses or hearses to cross the river without prior libation and animal sacrifice. 

Families transporting deceased relatives must therefore notify either the river priest or the river 

narrator ï a maternal Koora lineage member with historical knowledge of BVR rites ï before being 

permitted to cross the bridge. 

Later in the ethnography, however, the annual sanctification occurred in February, contradicting 

the earlier timeframe I had been given. This discrepancy prompted further interviews with the 

water priest and other custodians of the ritual. A Key Informant clarified that, ideally, the rite is 

performed at the start of the year to honour the riverôs cosmic authority and the ancestors who 

ensure steady water supply and sustain livelihoods, including trade. This triangulation highlighted 

the value of long term ethnographic immersion and underscored how short, non participant 

methods might have entirely missed such retrospective clarifications. 

3.8.6 Meeting the ñRiver/Water Narratorò 

In addition, the Narrator indicated how the Bui Power Authority has affected the communal control 

over the BVR at their enclave. To him, the Bui Damôs operation and poor communication during 

the release of the floodwater from the dam make their sanctification and supernatural signal tracing 

on the river quite unclear. For instance, he revealed that the mob of dead fishes at the banks of the 

river until the Bui Damôs existence could be a site for a spontaneous sacrifice to appease the river 

deity of a pending calamity against the village and other external users of the river such as 

travellers. However, due to the operation/effects of the Bui Dam (particularly regarding release of 

flood water), the incidence of mob of dead fishes and other aquatic lives are difficult to be 
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associated with a call for spiritual sanctification or because of an unannounced spill over from the 

dam. Consequently, the leaders involved the river safeguarding are almost always at a crossroad 

on whether such a deadly ecological situation is an anthropogenic result (mainly associated with 

the Bui Dam) or a sign from the cosmic world; something that was hitherto a straightforward alert. 

This has created a state of uncertainty in their safeguarding responsibilities. To avoid this 

uncertainty and a potential oversight on a signal from the cosmic world, they consult the river deity 

from time to time on such scenes (such as mob of dead aquatic lives by the BVR banks) to confirm 

whether its anthropogenic or a signal of pending calamity. 

The river narrator is a key oral historian and traditionalist whose intimate knowledge of Bamboiôs 

spiritual and governance relations with the Black Volta River significantly informed Chapters Four 

and Six. A maternal descendant of the Koorafon5 and a patrilineal descendant of the Haritinafon6, 

he grew up learning from elderly custodians ï many now ancestors (in Chapter Six, I have 

explained the value and space of an ancestor in the layers of natural resources decisions in Bamboi) 

ï about the beliefs, values, taboos, worldviews, totems and decision-making norms through which 

the village governs access to, use of, and control over the BVR. 

Echoing the river priest, he explained that although the river is technically ñopen access,ò entry is 

governed by strict taboos. Fridays are reserved for sacrifices ï animal offerings and libation that 

invoke the riverôs cosmic authority ï during which residents are expected to avoid the river. 

However, for those who cannot afford daily purchases from private taps or do not have storage, 

abstaining from river access on such days is difficult, prompting some to visit the river regardless. 

In Chapter Four, I have discussed the potable water problems in Bamboi and how the BVR serves 

                                            
5 The gate that oversees the direct governance and safeguarding of the BVR. 
6 The gate that oversees the direct governance and sanctification of the land resources of Bamboi. 
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as a main source of water for the village. He noted that pollution and taboo violations were rare in 

earlier periods, before the influence of Christianity and increasing urbanisation diluted the 

authority previously ascribed to the riverôs spiritual governance. 

In describing womenôs roles in safeguarding the BVR, he highlighted the functions of Koora Yaa 

Kumah, the river priestess responsible for preparing the grains used in the annual sanctification, 

and Naa Tiyaa, an elderly Koorafon woman deeply committed to protecting the river. In Chapter 

Seven, Koora Yaa Kumah and Naa Tiyaa in detail. Beyond these individuals, he emphasised 

collective female participation in annual sanctification rituals ï marked by dancing, cooking, and 

food offerings to the river deity. Although food preparation is gendered as womenôs work, he 

stressed that both men and women are expected to participate in the ritual offerings, subtly 

challenging local gendered assumptions. 

He added that, until the recent commercialisation of river water via tricycles (motorking), women 

were the primary daily users of the river for fetching water and laundering. Their frequent presence 

meant they were most likely to witness unusual appearances such as figures or totems perceived 

as manifestations of the river deity signalling the need for spiritual intervention. 

He expressed the belief that the BVR is ñfeminine,ò describing its calm character and its historical 

ñprotectionò of villagers from drowning. However, he acknowledged that drownings have 

occurred and attributed changing river behaviour partly to the Bui Dam, which has altered flow 

volumes and undermined what he understood as the riverôs protective disposition. Still, he 

regarded the river as nurturing ï providing water, food, and sustaining the local economy. To him, 

ñ[é] mothers do thatò. Although he first described the river as feminine, he later explained that 

it can manifest as a child, woman or man, or appear non physically through dreams and visions. 
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This contradiction underscores that gender, for the village, is not a fixed biological category but a 

fluid social construction attached to roles, behaviour and symbolic meaning. 

He explained that beyond the annual rituals, most spontaneous sanctifications are triggered by 

womenôs reports of unusual sightings ï strange figures, sudden appearances of crocodiles or 

snakes, or other anomalies at the riverbank. Whilst these reports intrigued me, the study could not 

determine whether such encounters arise from supernatural sensitivity or are simply random 

experiences accessible to anyone. 

Finally, he described how the Bui Dam has complicated communal spiritual governance. 

Previously, events such as unexplained masses of dead fish were read as clear spiritual warnings 

requiring immediate rituals. Today, similar events may result from dam-induced disturbances, 

leaving river custodians unsure whether to treat them as ecological accidents or cosmic signals. 

This ambiguity has created uncertainty in safeguarding practices, often compelling custodians to 

consult the river deity repeatedly to avoid misreading potentially significant signs. It is within this 

informal and formal water governance disconnections that I problematised IWRM led governance. 

3.9 Negotiating power relations in decolonial feminist ethnography    

This section is a reflection on how I navigated power relations in the field ï an essential element 

of decolonial feminist ethnography (Manning, 2021). Power in ethnographic encounters is fluid 

and continually negotiated (Rembulan et al., 2020), shaping how researchers and participants 

engage across divergent worldviews, knowledges, and lived experiences. Understanding these 

relational dynamics in Bamboi was therefore central to my immersion. Although immersion is 

foundational at the outset of any ethnography, it remains a continuous process through which trust, 

accuracy, and ethical reflexivity are sustained (Harrington, 2015). 
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Positioned as a young Akan/Asante woman from Kumasi, with the added layers of higher 

education and affiliation with a Western university, I entered the field aware that these intersecting 

identities formed the initial lens through which settlement might perceive me. Recognising this, I 

paid close attention to how age, indigeneity, and social belonging structured interactions among 

young people, elders, and newcomers in Bamboi. Beginning with the identity categories most 

salient at the village level allowed me to situate myself meaningfully within the social landscape. 

A central feature of power negotiation in Bamboi concerned the relationship between young people 

and elders. Respect is not merely a social virtue but a performative practice: young people 

demonstrate it by bending to greet adults, particularly those with authority such as the Chief and 

the council of elders. Conversations with residents revealed that this embodied practice is deeply 

valued. Respect also takes the form of periodic visits to influential elders, acts that function as 

acknowledgements of their status. Although not compulsory, such visits can quietly shape future 

opportunities, including political endorsement for positions such as assembly person or unit 

committee member. 

My conversation with a young male Assembly member from New Longoro illustrated this 

dynamic vividly. His account showed that cultivating purposeful relationships with elders of 

influence was not only socially prudent but strategically necessary for political and communal 

legitimacy. Importantly, these practices do not eclipse other social markers including education, 

literacy, networks, charisma, or perceived attractiveness, which also intersect to shape power and 

participation. These broader dynamics are further unpacked in Chapter Five. 
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3.10 Exploring field challenges 

This section outlines the challenges that emerged before, during, and after fieldwork. The pre field 

phase revealed gaps in planning and preparation, while on field challenges were real-time issues 

that stemmed from navigating language barriers, interpretation complexities, positionality, and 

everyday human relations. The post field phase brought its own difficulties, particularly during 

data analysis, writing, and maintaining relationships established in the field. 

3.10.1 Intersectional challenges and language barriers 

The intersectional challenges I encountered on the field stemmed from the interplay of my 

biological and socio cultural identities. A persistent barrier was my inability to access certain 

sacred spaces associated with libation and river or land sanctification: ñthey are mainly reserved 

for (some) menò, one Mo native gate head would tell me. In Bamboiôs cosmology, these spaces 

are restricted to specific men, not because I was an outsider, but because I was a woman. This 

exclusion is a normalised everyday boundary for all women in the village; however, it posed a 

methodological constraint for me as a participant observer seeking to understand the spiritual 

logics that underpin water stewardship. A male researcher would likely have been granted access 

for academic purposes. The tension between gendered norms and ethnographic demands became 

one of the earliest indications of how power, knowledge, and cosmology intersect in the field. 

Gendered expectations extended beyond sacred spaces into everyday domestic life. In Bamboi, 

femininity is tightly linked to tasks such as water fetching, storage, cleaning, and cooking ï roles 

not culturally expected of adult men. When my male research assistants supported me with these 

tasks, their actions were perceived as ñnon conformingò by my neighbours. They contested the 

assistance through facial expressions and subtle comments such as, ñeiiii, wôadane mmarima 

mmaaò, literally, ñeiiii [expression of surprise/contention] you have turned males into femalesò. 
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These perceptions made daily living a negotiation between cultural conformity and the 

practicalities of conducting research. 

Beyond gender, my layered identity ï what I describe as insider outsider inside ï also shaped 

access. I was an insider as a Ghanaian, an outsider as a non Mo and non-resident, and an ñinsideò 

observer through my decolonial feminist ethnographic stance. These identity layers created a 

complex fiction of belonging and non-belonging. Only sustained presence gradually softened the 

boundaries of belonging, although tensions remained. For instance, at a village forum on the 

potential impacts of future gold mining along the BVR (I have detailed this in Chapters Five), 

organisers initially assured me the discussions would be held in Twi for my benefit. However, at 

critical moments, conversations shifted deliberately into Mo: ñso that you would not understandò, 

one Key Informant would say. Guided by decolonial ethics and aware of my own linguistic 

privilege as a speaker of a dominant national language (Twi), I refrained from demanding 

interpretations. This was one moment where my sensory instincts as an ethnographer collided with 

my commitment to honouring local communicative sovereignty. 

Language further shaped the research process. Whilst many participants engaged me comfortably 

in Twi, interviews conducted solely in Deg/Mo required mediation by my research assistant. This 

limited my ability to pursue spontaneous follow up questions or to interpret non-verbal cues that 

are essential in qualitative research. Interpretation was additionally constrained by the assistantôs 

availability and workload, which made timely analysis difficult. Nonetheless, immersion in 

everyday village interactions gradually enabled me to develop a basic understanding of commonly 

used Mo terms which were significant in the research such as anni (water) and han (female). This 

understanding allowed me to follow the flow of some conversations before translation. These 
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linguistic gains, though modest, became an important part of navigating the multilingual terrain of 

Bamboi. 

3.10.2 Navigating ethnography, ethics and ethical approval boundaries 

Obtaining ethical approval was a formal requirement at the University of Leeds; however, the 

realities of fieldwork quickly tested several of its assumptions. Confidentiality proved 

particularly challenging. Because my interview guide evolved through daily reflection, key 

informants often referred me to others ï some of whom wanted to know what previous 

participants had said. Upholding confidentiality meant refusing to disclose any information, yet 

these refusals were sometimes misinterpreted as distrust. I had to continually negotiate this 

tension, reiterating the ethical commitments that protected all participants equally. Over time, 

this consistency strengthened trust and encouraged respondents to share sensitive insights, 

confident that their voices and identities were secure. 

A second ethical dilemma emerged at the intersection of local cosmologies and my own knowledge 

of potable water risks. As documented in Chapter Six (Figure 43), a young woman drank directly 

from the BVR, describing the water in the river as ñpureò because of its spiritual protection. 

Meanwhile, the UNICEF and WHO (2017) projected that there are 829,000 annual mortalities 

caused by waterborne diarrhoea. Whilst her explanation aligned with the villageôs cosmological 

framing of the river, my awareness of waterborne disease prevalence ï particularly downstream in 

the Volta Basin ï created a moral tension between ethnographic non-interference and potential 

harm. Navigating this boundary required careful judgment. Rather than directly challenging her 

belief, I engaged the Chiefôs Representative to encourage broader community reflection on the 
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health risks of drinking untreated river water. This approach allowed me to honour local 

worldviews whilst addressing a potentially life-threatening practice. 

3.10.3 Localising and communicating research objectives  

Localising the research objectives took time. As indicated in the fieldwork roadmap (Figure 2), 

the first month of the ethnography focused on familiarising myself with the village and the wider 

structures shaping water decisions. During introductory meetings ï such as my first visit to the 

palace ï I outlined the studyôs purpose. However, Bamboiôs long history of NGO presence, 

including organisations like the Zakat Foundation, made it difficult for residents to distinguish 

this research from the ñhand-outò model typical of many NGO interventions in Ghana. The study 

was initially perceived as action oriented work that would deliver tangible benefits ï such as a 

water system ï rather than an academic exercise in collaborative knowledge production. This 

assumption extended beyond the first month and required continual clarification of the research 

objectives. With time, expectations of material outcomes diminished, easing engagement with 

participants. 

Also, localising the concept of ñgenderò proved challenging and prolonged the process. As 

Oyewumi (1997) argues, Eurocentric gender categories often do not translate neatly into many 

African contexts, and this was evident in Bamboi. During initial conversations, ñgenderò was 

repeatedly interpreted as han (female), rather than as the social constructions and expectations 

associated with being han (female) or ndam (male). This narrow interpretation obscured the 

relational dimensions of gender central to the study, requiring consistent explanation before the 

research ideas were fully understood. 
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3.10.4 Managing post-field relationships and bereavement of key participants  

Post field relationships are integral to ethnographic practice, ensuring that participants do not feel 

ñused and abandoned,ò as often occurs in more extractive research designs. Although I was 

intentional about honouring these relationships, maintaining regular communication became 

difficult once analysis and thesis writing began. This tension produced a persistent ñguilt trapò 

whenever I could not return calls or messages from participants wishing to keep in touch. I 

eventually explained my writing schedule and reassured them that completion of the thesis would 

allow more time for conversation, an explanation many warmly accepted. 

A more unexpected challenge was the loss of several key participants during and after fieldwork. 

In earlier, shorter field projects experiences, I had never encountered the death of respondents and 

therefore had not anticipated the emotional weight such events would carry. In this ethnography, 

however, it became a recurring reality. Within a week of our first engagement, the River Priestess 

passed away while I was still in Bamboi. After leaving the field, I received news of the deaths of 

the Water Narrator (a Key Informant and friend), and later, Naa Tiyaa, her sister KasafoὉ (who I 

discuss in Chapter Seven) and Opanin Kwame Kapre, the father of my host household. Although 

most were elderly, the Water Narrator was younger, vibrant, and deeply invested in sharing the 

villageôs stories with me. Revisiting our conversations during the writing stage was therefore both 

moving and emotionally demanding. 

3.10.5 Everyday living challenges 

Other living conditions, particularly the limited availability of decent sanitary facilities in both 

households and public spaces, posed a consistent challenge in Bamboi. This was part of my daily 

reality throughout fieldwork. Although staying in a guesthouse could have eased these difficulties, 
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I deliberately chose to live within the everyday environments of residents to lessen the effects of 

my óoutsider insideô positionality. This decision coincided with my recent recovery from typhoid 

fever, which heightened my physical vulnerability. Combined with the anxiety of navigating 

cosmological narratives and supernatural worldviews surrounding the BVR, everyday life 

required constant adjustment and resilience. 

3.11 Exiting Bamboi 

This section outlines the processes involved in exiting the village. ñExitò here refers to 

withdrawing my physical presence and not ending my relationships with Bamboi. Sustained 

interaction remained essential for ensuring that participants were recognised as co producers of 

knowledge throughout the research process rather than mere sources of data. My exit unfolded 

through three interconnected actions. 

The first involved re engaging village elders and leaders. By April 2023, the major themes of the 

ethnography had been fully developed through participant observation and interviews. To ensure 

accuracy and contextual fidelity, I returned to the elders with a summary of my findings. This 

validation meeting sparked further conversations that clarified earlier insights and illuminated the 

rationales behind several village practices. Unexpectedly, it also inspired the elders to initiate a 

collective effort to document Bamboiôs history for future generations, a significant outcome of this 

decolonial ethnography, demonstrating how ongoing engagement can stimulate internal processes 

of knowledge reclamation. 

The second action entailed revisiting individual respondents in their homes to thank them and share 

the summary of the findings. These encounters were warmly received and opened additional space 

for participants to expand, challenge, or refine aspects of the analysis. Framing this as part of a 
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decolonial feminist methodology, I viewed these moments as opportunities for respondents to 

assert ownership over both the research process and its interpretations. 

The final exit action was an open village forum. This gathering enabled me to present the overall 

findings to the wider village, formally announce my departure, and make space for anyone who 

wished to share additional intersectional experiences. During this forum, palace elders and youth 

leaders symbolically honoured me and my non-native assistant with handwoven fugu (smock) 

garments. In return, I donated three second-hand computers to the basic schools, delivered through 

the village gatekeeper and teachers. Beyond its ceremonial function, the forum became another 

moment of collective reflection, reinforcing the value of such assemblies in nurturing village 

cohesion. 

On the evening of 4 May 2023, I made personal rounds to thank key informants and my host 

household for their care and support. The following afternoon, at approximately 1:37 p.m. on 5 

May 2023, my brother (who also served as my research assistant) and I boarded a 15 seater yellow 

minibus from Bamboiôs village centre to Techiman (the capital of Bono East Region). This marked 

my physical exit from the village. 

3.12 Data management 

Throughout the data collection, I obtained participantsô consent to audio record interviews on a 

standalone device, after which each recording was transcribed into my fieldnote book and 

transferred into the main field report document stored on my University of Leeds OneDrive. A 

dedicated folder titled Field Data housed all materials. Interviews conducted in Deg/Mo or Twi 

were transcribed verbatim into English with support from my field assistant. Both the English 

transcripts and the original-language recordings were retained on OneDrive to safeguard the 
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contextual meanings embedded in local expressions that risk being diluted through translation. In 

line with the decolonial orientation of this study, I preserved selected quotations in their original 

languages, primarily Twi, to maintain ñdeeperò and ñlocalisedò meanings. The use of Twi also 

reflects my own linguistic competency and limitations, as I am not literate in Deg/Mo. However, 

only six of the forty three in depth interviews were conducted in Deg/Mo; the majority used Twi, 

with a few in English. 

Photographs and other field materials were also stored on OneDrive to ensure secure and ethical 

data management. However, given the unreliable internet connectivity in Bamboi, I introduced an 

external hard drive backup as an additional protective measure to prevent data loss which is an 

essential consideration in safeguarding participantsô contributions. Prior to fieldwork, my ethical 

application to AREA specified that any third party use of the data must comply with the principles 

of confidentiality, informed consent, protection of participants, and anonymity (BSA, 2017). 

3.13 Data processing and discussions 

Data analysis in ethnography is inherently iterative, unfolding alongside data generation and 

continuing beyond fieldwork. Although formal analysis begins after leaving the field (Mullick et 

al., 2013), it draws on the entire corpus of material to identify patterns and relationships. This 

process involves systematically recording and organising data, producing written transcripts of 

interviews and conversations, and interpreting these materials to trace thematic interconnections 

across participantsô accounts. 

In this study, analysis followed several steps. Audio recordings were replayed, handwritten into a 

field notebook, and later typed into a Word document. The typed version was cleaned to remove 

unintended background conversations and incidental sounds captured during interviews. I also 
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edited out unintentional repetitions and corrected grammatical inconsistencies to ensure that 

meanings were conveyed accurately. The cleaned text was then transcribed verbatim, including 

translation of interviews originally conducted in Deg/Mo or Asante Twi into English to prepare 

the data for thematic categorisation and deeper analysis. Once transcribed, the material was 

organised into themes and categories aligned with the research questions, enabling the 

identification of patterns, convergences, and divergences across narratives. Manual coding then 

guided the construction of the analytical chapters. 

Respondents were subsequently anonymised and grouped into four analytic categories. Village 

key informants were anonymised as KII (1 to nth). External key informants, primarily government 

staff involved in water governance in Bamboi, New Longoro, or the Bole District Assembly, were 

labelled Government staff (1 to nth). Individuals who participated in in depth interviews following 

informal conversations were anonymised as Village respondents (VR 1 to nth). Participants 

involved in group informal discussions were identified as Participant (A to nth), where (nth) 

represents the last number counted in each quoted cohort. Table 3 summarises how these processes 

supported the extraction and organisation of research themes in relation to the studyôs overarching 

questions. 
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Table 3: Field data categorisation and analysis 

Research questions Main themes/Chapter formation Sampled quotations 

What are the dynamics of 

water governance in 

Ghana and how do they 

manifest in Bamboi? 

Chapter Four: Situating the 

waterscape of Bamboi within that of 

Ghana. 

"For a village like Bamboi with that kind of population, they require 

more than boreholes [é]  a Small-Town Water System is what the 

village requires but there are a lot of similar priorities on our table" 

(Government staff 1) 

Who shapes and controls 

the waterscape in 

Bamboi? 

Chapter Five: Intersectionalities of 

inclusion and exclusion within the 

social structure of Bamboi and its 

manifestation in water decision-

making of the village. 

"As for water related matters, go and ask Mokooro [the River Priest]" 

(Palace elder). 

How do local and 

customary institutions 

interact with formal water 

governance institutions? 

Chapter Six: Layers of localised 

worldviews and cosmic relations of 

the waters of Bamboi and their 

interactions with the modern-centred 

paradigms of the Government of 

Ghana. 

"Water comes from the Creator [...] it is our actions that contaminate 

the water bodies [...] you know that there are spirits controlling 

natural resources which we cannot see. So, if we do not reconcile 

with the river every time and thank the spirit within it for supplying 

us water and all many connecting benefits many people derive from 
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the river, it can affect farm cultivation and yields [é] sҢ Ңdi kҜm na 

ҢbҢba." (Literally, it will cause/bring hunger). (KII 3). 

How are local and 

customary institutions 

gendered? 

Chapter Seven: The African feminist 

and feminist political ecology of 

Bamboi water decisions. 

"Nsuo no yҢ obaa (tan)"[é] (Literally, the river is female/ñmother-

hoodò). It is a mother because it provides for many people in Bamboi. 

Even if you do not have any big capital, just carry (sachets) water and 

stand by the rest stop area, you will have your daily bread. How could 

that be possible without the river?" (KII 2). 

 

"Nsuo no sikan wҜ yen fie. Kwabena Fre na Ңkuta sikan no. Nanso, 

deҢ ҜbҢyҢ biara, Ҝne me susu ho ansa. Nnye yareҢ a, Ңfiada biara me 

ne wҜn na ҢkҜ yi apaeҢ " (Literally, our gate [Koorafon] is the 

custodian of the staff of the Water Priesthood. It is Kwabena Fre [the 

River Priest], that holds the staff now. However, whatever he does 

related to safeguarding the river, he discusses with me before taking a 

decision. For ill health, I used to join the Friday purifications 

(libations) at the river" (KII 6). 

Source: Authorôs construct.
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3.14 Data presentation 

Data presentation is a core component of ethnography (Murchison, 2010; Brewer, 2000), showing 

the immediate and situated results of field engagement. In decolonial ethnography, it becomes 

even more critical, as it must balance the researcherôs interpretive subjectivity with the lived 

realities of the settlement being represented (Manning, 2018). Accordingly, the material gathered 

from Bamboi has been carefully unpacked and presented across Chapters Four to Seven through 

quoted narratives, stories, summaries, tables, maps, and figures. 

Where translation risked distorting meaning, I retained original phrases in Asante Twi and Mo. 

Although this may limit accessibility for non Twi and non Mo speakers, each quotation is 

immediately followed by a literal English rendering. This decision reflects not linguistic 

inadequacy but an awareness that direct translation often strips narratives of the deeper cultural 

nuances they carry. The next section sets the context for understanding water governance in 

Bamboi. 

3.15 Context setting: Bamboi within the Bole District Assembly 

This section provides a concise overview of Bamboi as the study area; Chapter Four offers a fuller 

exposition. Bamboiôs most defining geographical feature is its location along the Black Volta 

River, a major component of the Volta River System, which contributes approximately 70% of 

Ghanaôs national drainage network, compared with the Southwestern (22%) and Coastal (8%) 

systems. 



   
 

146 
 

Bamboi is a predominantly agricultural, fishing and commercial settlement situated within the 

Bole District in the western part of Ghanaôs Savannah Region. The district lies between latitudes 

8ô10.5-09ô and longitudes 1.50E-2.45W, sharing borders with Sawla Tuna Kalba District (north), 

C¹te dôIvoire via the BVR (west), West Gonja District (east), and Kintampo and Wenchi 

Municipalities in the Bono East and Bono Regions (south) (GSS, 2021). With a population of 

118,500, the districtôs sex ratio is 51.7% male and 48.3% female (Abdulai and Husein, 2024), 

which reverses the national pattern of female majority (GSS, 2021). Ethnic groups in the area 

include the Gonja, Vagla, Brifor, Safalba, Mo, Dagaaba, Choribas and Pantras (GSS, 2021), with 

the Mo as the indigenous landholders in Bamboi. 

Ecologically, the district falls within the savannah woodland zone, characterised by sheanut, 

dawadawa, teak, kapok and mango trees (Abebrese et al., 2022). Shea production is an important 

livelihood activity for rural women across northern Ghana (Ingram et al., 2015). Because shea 

harvesting is partly open access (Ingram et al., 2015), it is often a good source of main livelihood 

or alternative livelihood, supplementing farming, for a lot of people living in rural northern Ghana. 

Meanwhile, sheabutter production requires substantial quantities of water, hence, water 

availability becomes central to everyday production and gendered labour in the area. The next 

paragraph unbundles the social characteristic of Bamboi. 
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Figure 9: Map of Bole District, showing its towns and villages including Bamboi 

Source: GSS, 2010. 

Bamboiôs settlement is a collection of many Ghanaian ethnicities, among which are predominated 

by the Mo, Batorr, Akan, Vagla, and Dagaaba. The Fulbe, which is a non-Ghanaian ethnicity, has 

presently increased in population in the village; a phenomenon that some of the Bamboi village 

elders could account since the 1990s. The Mo possesses the autochthonous rights to the land 

(through the Haritinafon), water (through the Koorafon), and chieftaincy (through the Yaarafon) 
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resources of the settlement. The Haritinafon, Koorafon, Yaarafon, Vonboi (responsible for conflict 

resolution in the village), Suurafon (pseudo linguistic gate), and Jaagafon (also residents of 

Bampewa, a village that is five miles at the East of Bamboi) are the major family gates that embody 

the Mo ethnicity in Bamboi, also referred to as the North Mo Traditional Authority7. 

Two foundational features shape Bamboiôs settlement history. The first is the migration of Mo 

ancestors' southwards from present day Sissala in the northwestern Ghana, after an intra ethnic 

conflict. The second is the villageôs long standing relationship with the BVR, whose hydrology ï 

shape, flow and volume (Mul et al., 2015) ï anchors local economic, environmental and 

socio political life. These trajectories mirror settlement histories across Ghana (Lentz, 2006; 

Gocking, 2005; Tsikata and Seini, 2004). In Chapter Four, I will elaborate Bamboiôs position in 

the BVR enclave. The rest of this section briefly introduces water governance in Bamboi. 

Surface and groundwater sources support multiple livelihood uses ï drinking, agriculture, and 

small scale industry in Bamboi. Whilst the BVR remains largely open access, potable water 

supply (mechanised boreholes, pipes) depends on state action, implemented through local 

government structures. In Bamboi, the Bole District Assembly ï particularly the Departments of 

Planning and Works ï oversees potable water provision in line with Ghanaôs commitment to 

SDG 6 and the IWRM framework. As Chapter Five shows, district capacity falls below CWSA 

allocation standards, leaving residents dependent on individual, philanthropic and NGO 

interventions. The Zakat Foundation is a major provider of boreholes and related infrastructure in 

the village. 

                                            
7 The other part of the Mo ethnicity is the South Mo which is made up of the Mo villages south of Bamboi/the Black 

Volta River. The capital town of the South Mo authority is Kintampo, which is located at the Bono East Region of 

Ghana. 
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In line with Ghanaôs decentralisation policy, WATSAN Committees are established to encourage 

local ownership of rural water systems. Their formation is guided by gender quotas: the 

Affirmative ActionïGender Equality Act (2024)8 mandates 30% female membership in public 

decision making platforms, including WATSAN leadership, aligning with IWRMôs gender 

mainstreaming expectations and SDG 5. Meanwhile, as Chapter Five demonstrates, these numeric 

targets obscure the intersectional realities shaping participation and authority in practice. 

The governance of surface water, particularly the BVR, is the formal mandate of the Bui Power 

Authority (BPA). However, an older, indigenous governance system rooted in Mo cosmological 

worldviews continues to regulate spiritual, cultural and socio ecological stewardship. Chapters 

Five to Seven detail how this autochthonous system, including ritual sanctification, taboos and 

totemic prohibitions remains effective despite its invisibility within IWRM structures.  

3.15.1 The context of water governance in Bamboi 

This section expands the water governance framework of Bamboi, clarifying who makes decisions, 

from where, and on what authority, and it delineates how formal service provision systems (district, 

national agencies, and NGO projects) intertwine with informal/customary institutions (palace 

council, gate elders, water/river priesthood), producing a bricolage of arrangements through which 

ñthe many waters of Bamboiò are actually governed. 

As discussed earlier in Chapter Two, water governance in Ghana operates through formal and 

neoliberal paradigms which are usually informed by the SDGs (and IWRM) frameworks. The 

institutional frameworks that shape water governance in the country operates on three levels: 

                                            
8 Affirmative Action- Gender Equality Act, 2024: https://www.purc.com.gh/attachment/735270-

20241129071158.pdf 

https://www.purc.com.gh/attachment/735270-20241129071158.pdf
https://www.purc.com.gh/attachment/735270-20241129071158.pdf
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national, MMDAs and village/settlement levels. Whilst the national frameworks are usually 

centralised and operate at strategic and high-level policy framing, the MMDAs and 

village/settlement agencies operate at implementation levels with direct interface to local settings 

and users. The national frameworks include the MWRWH which is responsible for the overall 

sector policy/strategy drive; the Water Resources Commission drives resource regulation and 

IWRM guidelines; Hydrological Services Department functions through hydrological monitoring 

and early warning; Ghana Water Company Limited focus on administrative and technical 

management of urban water; and Community Water and Sanitation Agency has oversight on rural 

and small town water management. These national agencies do not have day-to-day presence in 

Bamboi but interact with the village through the Bole District Assembly. 

At the MMDAs level, the Bole District Assembly acts as the primary formal implementation 

agency that interface and interpret national guidance (SDGs/IWRM) into local plans, projects and 

oversight. The Assembly coordinates with CWSA for small town water systems, convenes local 

committees such as the WATSAN, and channels donor/NGO projects at settlements that are within 

its administrative jurisdiction. However, the assembly operates largely from the district capital 

which is located at Bole and not physically embedded in Bamboi on a day to day basis except 

through Assembly persons and Unit Committee members (elected, decentralised offices). 

At the village level, governance of water in Bamboi emanates from two angles: through the 

formally constituted committees that are directly enacted through the formal and neoliberal 

framings of the central government such as the WATSAN Committee; and the customary/localised 

institutions that are rooted in the cosmological worldview of the village such as the Water 

Priesthood of the Koora family gate. The WATSAN Committee is usually a five-member 

committee that is a formally constituted framework which is supposed to drive rural water 
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governance across small settlements such as Bamboi in Ghana. In practice, it is present in the 

village but weak in functionality and overshadowed by other locally constituted bodies such as the 

Development Committee (DC). The DC is a locally constituted hybrid committee (not an IWRM 

requirement) that has, in practice, more influence than the WATSAN in Bamboi over priorities, 

repairs, negotiations (for example, with miners on the BVR at Bamboi), and the social allocation 

of benefits. Membership tends to be elite/educated, not always representative, and often 

male dominated. In Chapter Five, I discuss the DC in detail.  

The official guidance in the constitution of the five-member WATSAN is at least the inclusion of 

two females (CWSA et al., 2010), which translates into a 40-percentage female quota. This quota 

often meets numeric guidance in the IWRM framework but rarely translates into solving water 

problems. This is because water governance in Bamboi does not reside in the WATSAN 

Committee. The gendered aspects of the cosmological safeguarding of the BVR rests with the 

Koora Yaa Kumah, whose constitution is derived from kinship and not formal. 

The informal/localised frameworks in Bamboi emanate from the cosmological worldview of the 

village. This worldview situates that all natural resources are gifts of nature from ñKorowiiò (God) 

with inherent supernatural abilities that could reciprocate positive and negative actions in unequal 

measures. The Koora fon/family (Water/River gate) and the Water Priest/Priestess 

(Mokooro/Koora Yaa Kumah) are the localised custodians of the BVR, whose authority derives 

from cosmological stewardship, including ritual sanctifications, sanctions, tabooing and totemism. 

These actors exercise safeguarding power over the WATSAN of the village, even when 

unrecognised by formal frameworks of the central government. A snapshot of the water 

governance of Bamboi reveals an overwhelming drive by localised/customary institutions and 

hybrid village committees (such as the DC) whilst the formal frameworks are intermittent, distant, 
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and project bound with a weak village-based WATSAN. The rest of this section sets the context 

of water provision in Bamboi. 

Bamboi draws water from a portfolio of sources including natural and man-made sources. The 

natural sources in Bamboi are mainly rainfall and surface water (such as the BVR in periods of 

scarcity or for specific uses) whilst the man-made sources such as mechanised and handpump 

boreholes and individual storages are generated from a combination of infrastructure avenues such 

as the state, NGOs and private provisions. The state provided infrastructure is facilitated through 

the Bole District Assembly (in accordance with the CWSA standards) and occasional donor-

funded and central government projects. NGOs supplement state incapacity by funding and 

constructing boreholes and maintenance works. The Zakat Foundation is presently the dominant 

faith based philanthropic actor which is key in providing sources of drinking water such as 

boreholes and other infrastructure support, including the ultra-modern Bamboi Community centre 

for the village. The private sources are usually constructed by individuals for household uses or 

vendor-based, to bridge the stateôs failure.  

The ethnography has shown that there is infrastructure unreliability and population appropriate 

infrastructure gaps due to multiple non functional boreholes, irregular maintenance capacities, and 

maintenance reliance on ad hoc negotiations (such as user-fees, favours, mining royalties, or 

personal ties to influential figures). As a result, breakdowns push users back to the BVR and other 

unpotable/unwholesome sources or private vendors.  

This section sets the context for the rest of the analytical chapters in the following ways: Chapter 

Four (The waterscape of Ghana and Bamboi) provides the in-depth overview of Ghanaôs 

waterscape. Chapter Five (Everyday institutions and intersectional experiences) introduces the 

operative weaknesses of formal frameworks and committees such as the WATSAN against the 
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dominant DC and customary authority. The Chapter deconstruct these patterns through the axes of 

intersectional experiences of exclusion and inclusion. The discussions are moved forward in 

Chapter Six (Localised worldviews and stewardship layers) to clarify why cosmological 

safeguarding persists and remains effective in certain domains, despite being administratively 

invisible to the IWRM and its operationalisation in Ghana. Chapter Seven (An African Feminist 

Political Ecology of water governance) draws on African feminisms and FPE to decentre the over-

dwelling on simplistic gender assumptions (which is rooted in westernisation and the IWRM 

policy narrative) to unpack the intersectional and spiritual geographies that govern voice, gender 

fluidity and governance in Bamboi.  

3.16 Conclusion of the chapter 

In this chapter, I have explained the methods I used to gather data for this thesis. The study adopted 

a decolonial feminist ethnography that highlighted the various methods such as sampling, data 

collection instruments, village entry, living in the village, and exit of the village. Whilst I had 

engaged Bamboi in different ways as a regularly traveller on the Trans-ECOWAS Road that 

connects the village to other parts of northern Ghana, this ethnography was the first study I had 

done in Bamboi. I have explained the opportunities and challenges that I encountered on the field 

and how I navigated the various access protocols in the village, especially from my paternal 

ethnicity, Bono.  

The content of this chapter is a reflective material for first time ethnographers to reflect on the 

different dynamics of their positionalities and how that can co-constitute their data collection 

practices with respect to access to spaces considered sacred and gendered. Beyond the fieldwork, 
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I have unpacked how field relationships and power dynamics of an ethnography are unending and 

dynamic; hence, I provide insights to managing post-field relationship with research respondents 

in ways that conform with a collaborative storytelling and not subjects of data collection, a 

necessity in decolonial methodology.  

Building on the methodological approach and fieldwork processes described in Chapter Three, 

Chapter Four presents the first empirical analysis. It situates Bamboi within the broader waterscape 

of Ghana, showing how historical, political, ecological, and infrastructural dynamics shape the 

villageôs relationship with the Black Volta River and contemporary water governance structures. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

4 The nature of the waterscape of the Black Volta River ï ñNnaa Mooò and the framing of 

Bamboi  

4.0 Introduction  

This chapter draws on the waterscape literature introduced in Chapter Two to unpack the 

waterscape of Ghana, within which the Black Volta River is situated. Waterscape, as 

conceptualised by Höllermann and Evers (2020), Karpouzoglou and Vij (2017) and Swyngedouw 

(2000), interrogates the intersecting relationships between human actions and the beliefs, value 

systems, norms, interests, practices, and physical attributes that shape water systems. Building on 

this premise, the chapter responds directly to the first research question: ñWhat are the dynamics 

of water governance in Ghana, and how do they manifest in Bamboi?ò By engaging the broader 

waterscape of Ghana, the chapter provides the contextual grounding necessary to understand the 

socio ecological interactions that underpin water governance nationally, and how the specific 

dynamics of the BVR ï situated within this wider hydro-social field ï shape everyday life in 

Bamboi. 

In doing so, the chapter lays the foundation for analysing how different categories of people ï both 

males and females ï are positioned along the villageôs water decision making continuum. It also 

reveals the multiple and often competing interests that emerge between state and local actors in 

relation to Ghanaôs water resources, particularly regarding damming activities within the Volta 

River Basin for hydroelectric power generation. Such large scale infrastructural interventions 

continually reshape the politics, priorities, and interactions between local residents and their water 
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sources across parts of the basin. It is within this broader framing that the subsequent analytical 

chapters are situated. 

4.1 Premising the waterscape of Bamboi 

The subsequent sections of this chapter are structured as follows. The chapter first discusses the 

various river systems in Ghana and their significance to the country. The discussion then narrows 

to the Volta River System because of its direct and substantial connection to the BVR, which 

constitutes the primary water source for Bamboi, the ethnographic setting. The Volta River System 

is the ñmotherò of several major rivers in Ghana, including the BVR, along whose bank Bamboiôs 

human settlement is located. 

The chapter also highlights the politics and power that successive Governments of Ghana have 

exercised in attempts to control or ñcaptureò water resources to satisfy the countryôs modern 

demand for hydroelectric power. This focus on state-led water politics is especially important for 

understanding the waterscape of the BVR within the Bamboi catchment, given the construction of 

the Bui Dam on the riverôs gorge and the profound ways this intervention has shaped interactions 

between the river and downstream settlements such as Bamboi. Since the damôs construction, 

various studies have documented its impacts on villages that were forcibly resettled, such as 

Gyama (see Wilmsen and Adjartey, 2020; Koranteng and Shi, 2018; Asiama, 2015). Although 

Bamboi was not displaced or resettled like Gyama and other affected communities, the village 

remains directly impacted by the socio ecological consequences of the Bui Dam ï a phenomenon 

that is common when governments modernise and appropriate the benefits of water resources 

(Atampugre et al., 2016). 
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Premising this chapter on the waterscape of Bamboi therefore sets the foundation for 

understanding the co constitution of the relationship between the people of Bamboi and their 

surface water resources, including the BVR, SuukҜrl pond and Mofaga9 stream. The analysis 

centres on how residents interact with these water bodies and how, in turn, the water bodies are 

shaped by these interactions over time. Understanding Bamboiôs waterscape thus contributes to 

unravelling the patterns of interest, authority, and decision making that relate to the villageôs water 

resources. By extension, it highlights the dynamics of the actors engaged in the everyday 

interactions between the village and these water sources. 

4.2 Ground and surface water resources of Ghana 

In this section, I have discussed the ground and surface water resources of Ghana ï placing 

particular emphasis on the river systems ï and the ways in which human interactions with these 

surface water bodies continually reshape their physical characteristics. This broader discussion of 

waterïhuman interactions establish the foundation for contextualising the waterscape of Bamboi. 

Whilst rainwater remains an important source of water in Ghana and often defines patterns of 

farming and other agricultural activities among peasant farmers (Owusu et al., 2008), it is presently 

less influenced by political actions. Hence, my analysis in this chapter will exclude rainwater. In 

the subsequent text, I therefore begin by interrogating the two main sources of water in Ghana ï 

groundwater and surface water. This discussion is essential for understanding how people and 

institutions are differently positioned in their engagements with water within the study area. I then 

narrow the focus to surface water sources, as these constitute the core of waterscape framing and 

significantly drive decision making interests and appropriation processes in Ghana. The discussion 

                                            
9 For most parts of this chapter and subsequent analytical chapters, my emphasis on the surface water resources in 

Bamboi will dwell mainly on the BVR. The SuukҜrl pond and Mofaga stream will only be referenced when their 

inclusion in the analysis is substantial. 
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further places emphasis on the BVR and the making of Bamboi to illuminate the drivers of human-

water relations in the village. 

Ghana is a riparian country bordered by Cote d'Ivoire to the west, Burkina Faso to the north, and 

Togo to the east, with the Gulf of Guinea forming its southern boundary. It possesses a complex 

network of waterways and a diverse terrain characterised by coastal plains, savannahs, mountains, 

and thick forests (Obuobie and Barry, 2012). The country hosts a variety of river systems that are 

central to the supply of freshwater for human and biodiversity sustenance (Ayivor and Gordon, 

2012), with the Volta River system standing out (Van de Giessen et al., 2001) in terms of land area 

coverage, energy generation, transportation, food production, and multiple other appropriations. 

These rivers, along with their many tributaries, originate from various borders and corners of the 

country, contributing to a sophisticated and extensive drainage network. Whilst the complexity of 

Ghanaôs river systems makes management challenging, these challenges are further heightened by 

the politics of interests between the state and local residents ï often poor peasant farmers and 

fisherfolk ï who rely directly on these rivers for their livelihoods. An important trend within 

Ghanaôs water systems concerns the ways transportation shapes the economies of settlements 

adjacent to rivers. The proximity of a river system to a human settlement, combined with reliable 

transport infrastructures such as roads or canoe networks, enhances local economies far beyond 

subsistence farming or fishing activities. 

The water resources potential of Ghana is broadly categorised into two main components: 

groundwater (Obuobie and Barry, 2012) and surface water (Baddianaah et al., 2024) sources. In 

the next section, I detail the composition of these systems and demonstrate how they relate to 

Ghanaôs water demands and needs. 
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4.2.1 Groundwater in Ghana and the nature of access in Bamboi 

The groundwater in Ghana is generated from three main geological sources: 54% from the 

basement complex, consisting of crystalline igneous and metamorphic rocks; 45% from the 

consolidated sedimentary formations underlying the Volta Basin, including the limestone 

horizons; and 1% from the Mesozoic and Cenozoic sedimentary rocks (Owusu et al., 2016). 

Groundwater sources in Ghana are therefore largely shaped by deep underground geological 

formations and are accessible only through significant excavation to reach the water tables 

(Obuobie and Barry, 2012), from which water is then extracted through pipe stands, wells, or other 

containment systems. 
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Figure 10: Groundwater extraction in Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork, 2022/23. 

Whilst groundwater is comparatively high in quality ï largely due to the depth at which it occurs 

ï the process of reaching the water tables in Bamboi requires considerable financial and technical 

commitment, as well as sustained effort to maintain water flow throughout the year. These 

constraints make rainwater harvesting and untreated surface water sources such as the BVR, 

SuukὉrl pond, and Mofaga stream alternative ñpotableò sources for residents. 
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Figure 11: Rainwater harvesting and storage in Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork, 2022. 

In a  Key Informant Interview (KII) with a local government staff member (Government Staff 1) 

who had worked at the Bole District Assembly for at least three years, it was revealed that 

groundwater sources typically meet quality test standards, particularly when compared to surface 

water sources, which are frequently polluted by solid and liquid waste from surrounding towns 

and villages. Although the quality dynamics between groundwater and surface water remain 

subjective (Uddin et al., 2021) and sometimes inseparable because they interact at different 

hydrological levels (Lewandowski et al., 2020), Baddianaah et al. (2024) highlight that 

groundwater sources generally meet quality standards required to protect against common 
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waterborne diseases often associated with communities highly dependent on surface water such as 

rivers and streams. 

Despite this, Government Staff 1 noted that variations in water table depth make groundwater 

provision in Bamboi expensive and often unsustainable ï particularly because the motivation 

behind central government intervention in rural water supply is grounded in social welfare, not 

economic returns. As he explained: 

ñ[...] in some of the villages in this District, the water tables are deeper down, and it costs 

a lot to drill [...] the issue is nearly similar to many places in the north. The water tables are 

difficult to reach and even if the Assembly [Local Government Office] commits to the 

process of generating water from the ground, the water will ódisappearô in the dry season 

[...] When you go back to Bamboi, ask their gatekeepers about the number of times we 

have tried digging boreholes without reaching the water table [...] The Assembly do not 

look for profit, so if it keeps investing its limited resources in one area [referring to water 

supply] without getting the results we expect to see, other areas will be lagging, hence, we 

sometimes focus on other priority areas [health, education, etc.].ò (Government Staff 1, 

Bole District Assembly, fieldwork 2023). 

 This narrative of an ñunreachableò water table reflects the lived reality in Bamboi. It was echoed 

by a female octogenarian in the Village Council of Elders, whose account ï delivered partly as an 

appeal ï highlighted how the depth of the water table has made groundwater an unreliable source 

of potable drinking water in the village. For people like her, who hold chieftaincy-linked 

responsibilities and are expected to champion village development, the inability to secure 

groundwater poses a daily concern. In a Key Informant Interview, she explained: 
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ñOn water-related issues, we are tired of that here in Bamboi. Government staff from Bole 

Assembly usually come here to check. When they come, they say the water is very far/deep. 

We invited some people from Wenchi and Techiman here to check. They repeated what 

the Assembly told us. When you drill water (ground), it does not come. If you [in reference 

to me] could do something about it, help us because we are tired.ò (KII 4, fieldwork 2022). 

Her narrative underscores the practical and emotional burdens borne by local leaders as they 

attempt to coordinate access to potable water through groundwater ï sources often considered 

cheaper because they require less purification, given their lower vulnerability to contamination 

compared to surface water. However, the persistent failure of groundwater initiatives in Bamboi 

has meant that agricultural, domestic, and economic activities remain heavily reliant on surface 

water resources. This discussion therefore leads to the next section, which examines the surface 

water resources of Ghana before moving into the specific waterscape of Bamboi. 

4.2.2 Surface water in Ghana and how they shape local systems 

Surface water sources in Ghana are predominantly derived from three major river systems that 

traverse the country and extend into neighbouring states. These are the Volta River system ï 

comprising the Red, Black, and White Volta Rivers and the Oti River ï the Southwestern River 

system (Bia, Tano, Ankobra, and Pra Rivers), and the Coastal River system (Tordzie/Aka, Densu, 

Ayensu, Ochi-Nakwa, and Ochi-Amissah) (MWRWH, 2007). Collectively, these drainage 

systems shape the hydrological identity of Ghana. Notably, the Volta River system covers 

approximately 70% of Ghanaôs total land area (240,000 kmĮ), while the Southwestern and Coastal 

River systems account for 22% and 8%, respectively (MWRWH, 2007). All three systems 

generally flow southwards and empty into the Gulf of Guinea (Ampadu, 2021). As Ghanaôs 
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principal sources of freshwater, these rivers play critical roles in supporting irrigation, inland 

fishing, aquaculture, and hydroelectric power generation (Nunoo et al., 2022). 

 

Figure 12: Dynamics of Ghanaôs River System 

Source: Authorôs construct from MWRWH (2007). 

The main rivers that constitute these systems include Tano, Densu, Pra, Ankobra, and Volta, each 

exhibit distinctive ecological, socio-economic, and political characteristics that shape the 

livelihoods and institutional arrangements within their catchments. 

The Tano River, located within the Tano Basin, flows primarily through the Ashanti Region and 

spans roughly 400 km between latitudes 5Á0ǋN and 7Á40ǋN and longitudes 2Á00ǋW and 3Á15ǋN 

(Owusu et al., 2016). Its basin ranges from 0 to 700 m above sea level and lies within a wet and 

semi-equatorial climatic zone. The river sustains household water needs and agricultural 

production, including cocoa, vegetables, and rice cultivation (Owusu et al., 2016). However, these 
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socio-economic benefits have been compromised in recent years due to extensive pollution caused 

by illicit alluvial mining and unsustainable resource extraction (Nyantakyi et al., 2022; Edjah et 

al., 2021; Nyantakyi et al., 2021), drawing considerable national political attention. 

The Densu River system, one of Ghanaôs key coastal basins, has undergone dramatic 

transformations due to infrastructure development, dam construction, salt mining, grazing 

pressures, and fluvial alterations. Geographically, it spans latitudes 5Á30ǋN to 6Á20ǋN and 

longitudes 0Á10ǋW to 0Á35ǋW, covering an area of approximately 2,488.41 km² and stretching 

225.6 km in length (Kusimi, 2008). Originating from the Atewa Range, the river winds through 

both the Greater Accra and Eastern Regions before merging with the Gulf of Guinea (Ofosu et al., 

2020). It supports diverse agricultural production ï including cocoa, maize, cassava, sugarcane, 

and vegetables ï and supplies water to multiple settlements (Kuranchie-Mensah et al., 2012). 

However, like the Tano, the Densu faces severe ecological threats such as pollution, sedimentation, 

and encroachment, leading to significant degradation of its riverine health (Fianko et al., 2010; 

Kusimi, 2008). 

The Pra River, a major component of the 23,000 km² Pra Basin, lies between latitudes 5°N and 

7Á30ǋN and longitudes 2Á30ǋW and 0Á30ǋW (Duncan et al., 2018; Pra Basin, 2012). Originating 

from the Kwahu Plateau, it flows approximately 240 km southwards into the Gulf of Guinea. As 

a waterbody that spans the Ashanti, Eastern, Central, and Western Regions, the Pra supports 

domestic use, agricultural production, fishing, and industrial activity. Nevertheless, it has suffered 

extensive pollution due to deforestation, widespread illegal mining, and chemical contamination 

(Awotwi et al., 2017; Duncan et al., 2016; Pra Basin, 2012). 
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The Ankobra River, located east of the Tano and west of the Pra Basins, drains an estimated 8,403 

km² in the southwestern part of Ghana (Asare-Donkor and Adimado, 2016). Positioned between 

latitudes 4Á52ǋï6Á27ǋN and longitudes 1Á42ǋï2Á33ǋW, it flows through the Western Region before 

emptying into the Gulf of Guinea (Asare-Donkor and Adimado, 2016; Akabzaa et al., 2009). The 

basinôs humid climatic conditions support aquaculture and farming, yet its estuaries face mounting 

threats from heavy metal pollution, illegal mining, and ecological degradation (Effah et al., 2021; 

Klubi et al., 2018; Akabzaa and Yidana, 2011). 

 

Figure 13: Map of Ghana indicating the major rivers and water bodies 

Source: Ampadu (2021, no pagination). 
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The next is the Volta River System, which is located within the Volta Basin in West Africa with 

an estimated area of 400,000 km², stretching approximately from latitude 5° 30 N in Ghana to 14° 

30 N in Mali (Biney, 2010; Barry et al., 2005). According to Agodzo et al. (2023), about 70% of 

the country is drained by the Volta River. The riverôs journey begins in Burkina Faso, meandering 

through Ghana, and concludes its course by spilling into the Gulf of Guinea (Barry et al., 2005). 

Ghana covers 42% of the Volta River whilst its neighbouring countries such as Burkina Faso cover 

43%, and the remaining 15% lies within Mali, C¹te dôIvoire, Togo, and Benin (Van de Giessen et 

al., 2001). The Volta River stands as a critical water resource for several uses, prominently 

generating hydropower through the Akosombo, Kpong, and Bui Dams, which are fundamental 

contributors to Ghana's electricity production (Abungba et al., 2022; Biney, 2010). 

Whilst the river systems of Ghana collectively contribute significantly to local livelihoods, 

transportation, and the socio cultural sustenance of both urban and rural economies, these rivers 

have increasingly been shaped by complex and shifting dynamics of interest. These interests are 

particularly visible in the interactions between the State and local residents who reside close to 

water resources. The Stateôs interest in water resources manifests in several ways, including the 

establishment of transport corridors over rivers (such as the Adomi Bridge10 and the Bamboi 

bridge on the BVR), the construction of dams ï especially along the Volta system ï to electrify 

the country, and the granting of mining licenses for alluvial mining, a practice that has visibly 

altered the physical shape, quality, and socioeconomic benefits of many rivers. On the other hand, 

these state-led pursuits intersect and sometimes compete with local uses of rivers for livelihoods. 

Against the background understanding that natural resources are gifts of nature, local people have 

long appropriated surface water sources for everyday purposes in ways that also shape the nature, 

                                            
10 See Eitelberger and Widmann (2015). 
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rhythms and flow of the rivers. I will expand this argument in the subsequent section, where I 

elaborate on the peculiar characteristics of the Volta River system and its role in shaping the 

waterscape of Bamboi. 

4.3 The Volta River System (in Ghana) 

The Volta River is the longest of Ghanaôs rivers, stretching approximately 1,065 kilometres (about 

661.76 miles). It forms part of the wider 400,000 km² international basin that collectively 

constitutes the Volta Basin, covering almost 28% of the West Coast Basin of Africa and spanning 

Benin, Togo, Ghana, La C¹te dôIvoire, Burkina Faso and Mali (Owusu et al., 2008; Amisigo, 2005). 

The system itself is a confluence of the Black Volta, White Volta and Red Volta Rivers, each 

originating from distinct areas of the northern geographic corridor and flowing steadily south 

toward the Gulf of Guinea (Mul et al., 2015). The basin extends across longitude 5° 30 W to 2° 00 

E and latitude 5° 30 N to 14° 30 N (Amisigo, 2005). 

The Voltaôs hydrological journey begins with the Black Volta (also known as Mouhoun) in 

Burkina Faso, traversing the northern landscape of Ghana before concluding its course at the Gulf 

of Guinea (Mul et al., 2015). A second major contributor to the Volta River System is the White 

Volta River, known in Burkina Faso as the Nakambe River, which also originates in Burkina Faso 

and merges with the Black Volta near Tamale in Ghanaôs Northern Region. The Red Volta River 

rises from northern Ghana and feeds the southward flow. The merging of these tributaries forms 

the Volta Lake, a vast water body extending over 400 kilometres (about 248.55 miles), making it 

one of the worldôs largest man made lakes (Gbedemah et al., 2023). 
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Figure 14: The Volta Basin in West Africa 

Source: Mul et al. (2015, p.38). 

Although major rivers across Ghana support livelihoods both along riparian corridors and in distant 

communities, the Volta River System stands out in its multidimensional significance (Mul et al., 

2015). It sustains several critical sectors, particularly hydroelectric power generation, agriculture, 

fishing, transportation and tourism (Mul et al., 2015; Owusu et al., 2008). Beyond its ecological 

and economic functions, the system remains centrally important in Ghanaôs national political 
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discourse, especially regarding hydroelectric power (Logah et al., 2017). With its tributaries, the 

Volta River System accounts for an estimated 560 MW of Ghanaôs electricity generation (Arthur 

et al., 2020). 

A deeper interrogation of Ghanaôs hydroelectric infrastructure reveals intense competition over 

access to, control of and use of landscapes surrounding the river. This competition is evident in 

the socio political and ecological debates around dam construction, where studies such as Abungba 

et al. (2022), Mettle (2011), and Miescher and Tsikata (2009) document the recurring and often 

irreparable socio ecological transformations hydropower projects impose on communities and 

ecosystems. The authority to control natural resources ï including water ï is entrenched in Ghanaôs 

legal and constitutional frameworks, particularly the 1992 Constitution11 of the Republic of Ghana 

(Articles 257, 268 and 269)12 and various Acts of Parliament such as the 1996 Act 522 that 

establishes the Water Resources Commission13. These legal instruments delineate how water 

landscapes are governed and appropriated at the national level. 

                                            
11 The 1992 constitution of Ghana: https://judicial.gov.gh/index.php/the-laws-of-ghana 

12 Land and natural resources: https://judicial.gov.gh/index.php/land-and-natural-resources 
13 Water Resource Commission Act, 1996 (Act 522): https://ir.parliament.gh/handle/123456789/2056?show=full. 

https://judicial.gov.gh/index.php/the-laws-of-ghana
https://judicial.gov.gh/index.php/land-and-natural-resources
https://ir.parliament.gh/handle/123456789/2056?show=full
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Figure 15: The Volta Rivers basin showing major rivers and dams 

Source: Adapted from Dembélé et al. (2020, p.5385). 

This centralised control of water resources has a long genealogy, having shifted from traditional 

custodianship to modern elite state governance through the processes of colonisation and 

post colonial state formation (Atampugre et al., 2016). For example, the 1903 River Ordinance 

enacted by the British Colonial Administration of the then Gold Coast established the initial legal 

basis for centralised state authority over water resources (Opoku Agyemang, 2001). In 

contemporary Ghana, the Stateôs authority over natural resources, including water, is sanctioned 

by Act 1996, Act 522, which formally establishes the Water Resources Commission. 
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4.4 Drivers of politics in the waterscape of Ghana 

The rivers of Ghana traverse diverse administrative, ecological, and geological zones, providing 

freshwater for drinking, food production, recreation, tourism, transportation, security, and 

hydroelectric energy generation, thereby sustaining multiple ecosystems, livelihoods, and ways of 

life (Mul et al., 2015). As indispensable ecological assets, Ghanaôs river systems play a 

monumental role in fostering human wellbeing and environmental resilience (Gbedemah et al., 

2023; Owusu et al., 2016). These aquatic systems support rich biodiversity, providing habitats for 

a wide range of flora and fauna and contributing to the maintenance of ecological equilibrium. 

They also function as vital conduits for trade, transportation, and economic exchange, helping to 

integrate local markets and stimulate socio economic development across rural and urban settings. 

Given the multiplicity of benefits derived from surface water resources, the Government of Ghana 

(GoG) has enacted various policies and laws that prioritise and protect its authority to appropriate 

and manage them. Meanwhile, these same benefits serve as powerful pull factors that attract human 

settlements to riparian areas, where communities depend on rivers both directly and indirectly for 

livelihoods. Whilst local residents harness these waters for fishing, smallholder agriculture, and 

domestic use, the GoG ï through its statutory institutions ï derives parallel sets of indirect and 

direct benefits, including tourism revenue, transportation taxes, and the strategic generation of 

hydroelectric power. Indeed, since the transition from British colonial rule to independent national 

governance in the late 1950s, hydroelectricity and the electrification of rural and urban 

constituencies have featured prominently in electoral campaigns and political manifestos. These 

commitments have become part of the informal social contract between the state and citizens, 

shaping political legitimacy, voter expectations, and development rhetoric. 
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Figure 16: Water interests in Ghana 

Source: Authorôs construct. 

However, the differentiated interests, power configurations, and appropriation logics that surround 

surface water resources often result in uneven access, control, and management between riparian 

communities and the national government. These dynamics reveal how water governance becomes 

a politically charged arena in which authority, identity, and territorial rights intersect. Against this 

background, this section focuses on four major drivers through which political power manifests 

and is reproduced within Ghanaôs waterscape: Political prioritisation; Rural and urban hydropower 

electrification; Competing water resource rights and claims between the state and local residents 

(particularly those with autochthonous entitlements); and Modern infrastructure development 

(such as transportation) undertaken by the State. These drivers manifest how power is mobilised, 
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negotiated, and contested in the governance of Ghanaôs water resources, providing a foundation 

for understanding the multi-scalar political interactions that shape local experiences and 

institutional arrangements in riparian contexts. 

4.4.1 Political prioritisation  

Amidst limited and often overstretched public resources, the Government of Ghana has adopted a 

range of decision making strategies intended to ensure the judicious allocation of state resources 

across both urban and rural areas of the country (Tandoh Offin, 2013). One of the most critical 

domains in which these allocative decisions manifest is the governmentôs investment in technical 

infrastructure designed to facilitate access to potable water for settlements across Ghana 

(MWRWH, 2014). The distribution of potable water infrastructure ï alongside other social 

amenities ï is formally guided by national planning standards (Town and Country Planning 

Department TCPD, 2011). 

Although this provisioning is executed through decentralised institutions such as the GWCL, 

CWSA, and local government authorities (MMDAs), and is often framed as a bottom up process 

aligned with participatory decentralisation (see MWRWH, 2014; Tandoh Offin, 2013), ultimate 

decision making authority rests with central government. Consequently, budgetary constraints, 

national development priorities, and the geographical preferences of the central government 

heavily shape the final distribution of water infrastructure (Ampratwum, 2022). Despite the 

existence of clear planning standards that specify appropriate population to infrastructure ratios 

and the types of water systems different settlements merit (see TCPD, 2011), the empirical reality 

is that distribution remains uneven. Some communities receive infrastructure far beyond what their 
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population warrants, while others ï often with significantly higher populations ï remain 

underserved. 

This unevenness positions potable water provision not merely as a technical or hydrological matter 

but as a deeply political one (Amankwaa et al., 2024). The groundwater challenges narrated earlier 

in section 4.2.1 may shape local water realities, but the broader landscape of water provision is 

determined by political prioritisation. Everyday interactions in Bamboi reflect this understanding: 

residents routinely interpret the adequacy or inadequacy of water infrastructure as the outcome of 

political decision making processes rather than natural limitations. This perception was clearly 

illustrated in a Key Informant Interview in Bamboi: 

ñMadam, since you are from Kumasi and closer to Accra [referring to the capital of Ghana 

and the seat of the central government], you can advocate for us. We [referring to himself 

and other village leaders who have initiated actions to follow-up on water infrastructure 

that the villageôs population require] have tried our best but we have not seen any 

substantial result. [...] We have followed up several times in the district but once our need 

is not important to the government, we will waste a lot of time. [...] There are small towns 

in the Bole District who have access to systems that Bamboi rather deserves. [You] just 

look at New Longoro here [pointing to the town south of the BVR], their population is 

nowhere closer to Bamboi but they have a Village Water System with a residential CWSA 

Engineer and other staff. What can justify why Bamboi is cut off?ò (KII 10, fieldwork 

2022). 

The reflections of KII 10 reinforce Amankwaa et al.ôs (2024) argument that infrastructure 

provision in Ghana is shaped by political prioritisation. As Awedoba (1996, p.36) notes: 
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ñParadoxically, Bamboi and New Longoro, located in two different Administrative 

Regions, [of the south and north, respectively] are twin settlements separated by a ferry 

and now a bridge over the Lower Black Volta.ò  

However, the comparison made by KII 10 underscores a persistent pattern: the south ï 

geographically and administratively closer to Accra ï tends to receive higher priority in 

infrastructural development than northern settlements. This pattern is historically rooted, tracing 

back to the colonial administrationôs spatial and political hierarchies. 

In this context, the absence of a commensurate water system in Bamboi, despite its sizeable 

population and strategic location, becomes difficult to explain outside of the broader political 

economy of prioritisation in Ghana. 

4.4.2 Rural and urban hydropower electrification and demands 

Massive technological development ï such as dam construction ï hurts (Abrampah et al., 2015, 

p.279). Although hydropower infrastructure is often presented as an engine for modernisation and 

development, its social and ecological implications are far more complex and ambivalent. In 

Ghana, dam construction for hydropower generation has created a double edged dynamic: on one 

hand, it stimulates economic productivity, supports industrial expansion, and enhances national 

development trajectories (Gyasi et al., 2018; Merem et al., 2018); on the other hand, such projects 

compromise the health, wellbeing, and safety of downstream populations as the chemical and 

ecological properties of rivers shift over time (Gbedemah et al., 2023), and they frequently cause 

displacement of local residents who retain ancestral, spiritual and livelihood ties to the riverine 

landscapes inundated by dam reservoirs (Abrampah et al., 2015; Mettle, 2011). 
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Whilst these adverse impacts are borne most directly by riverine communities within the 

geographical zones where dams are constructed (Anima, 2015), one of the largest benefits ï 

hydropower electricity ï is enjoyed by populations far removed from these localities. In 

contemporary Ghana, electricity has become not only a basic expectation, but a political 

commodity tied to national development aspirations. Industrial and domestic appetite for energy 

remains insatiable, and access to electricity continues to form part of the implicit social contract 

between successive governments and electorates across the country. Presently, approximately 70% 

of Ghanaians have access to electricity, with government agendas consistently pledging to expand 

coverage to the remaining 30% (Merem et al., 2018). 

Hydropower generation in Ghana is heavily concentrated within the Volta Basin, where the 

construction of the Akosombo Dam commenced in 1961 (VRA, 2019). Since 1964, three major 

dams have been completed, and eight additional dams have been proposed within the basin. Each 

new hydropower intervention reshapes waterïhuman relations, transforming river flows, 

ecological regimes, and socio economic systems that have historically underpinned livelihoods. 

These transformations include downstream reductions in water quality, declines in fish populations, 

and disruptions to aquatic biodiversity (Gbedemah et al., 2023). 

The subsequent section focuses on the political economy of the Bui Dam and situates Bamboi 

within the broader politics of national electrification. It demonstrates how political prioritisation ï 

anchored in national struggles to meet hydropower demands ï reconfigured livelihood pathways 

and risked the survival of downstream communities such as Bamboi. The discussion begins with 

Table 4, which outlines the existing and planned dams within the Volta Basin, including the Bui 

Dam. 
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Table 4: Existing and planned hydroelectric power dams in the Volta Basin in Ghana 

Name of dam Subbasin State Year  Capacity (MW) 

Akosombo Lower Volta Existing 1964 1060 

Kpong Lower Volta Existing 1981 120 

Bui Black Volta Existing 2013 400 

Juale Oti Planned  87 

Pwalugu White Volta Planned  50 

Kulpawn White Volta Planned  40 

Daboya White Volta Planned  43 

Koulbi Black Volta Planned  68 

Ntereso Black Volta Planned  64 

Jambito Black Volta Planned  55 

Lanka Black Volta Planned  95 

Source: Adapted from McCartney et al. (2012). 

A considerable number of concerns have been raised regarding the Government of Ghanaôs 

decision to secure a loan from the EXIM Bank of China to finance the Bui Dam. Central among 

these concerns is the opaque nature of the Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) that 

preceded the financing and construction of the dam (see Yankson et al., 2018; Hensengerth, 2013), 

especially the limited attention given to downstream implications (Owusu et al., 2019). Despite 

these criticisms, the Government of Ghana proceeded with construction, driven by mounting 

domestic and industrial pressures as the country grappled with one of the most severe energy crises 

in its history (Owusu et al., 2019). In this context, the Bui Dam became a politically strategic 
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project ï embraced as a ñboldò intervention that could secure public approval and political 

legitimacy (Yankson et al., 2018) 

 

Figure 17: The first BPA-Bamboi stakeholder consultation post-dam construction 

Source: Fieldwork, 2022. 

 Although the immediate effects of the Bui Dam on upstream and midstream settlements such as 

Gyama, Dokokyena and Akanyakrom were extensive and widely documented (Yankson et al., 

2018), the impacts on downstream communities ï including Bamboi ï have received 

comparatively limited scholarly and policy attention. Nevertheless, Owusu et al. (2019) identify 

Bamboi as one of the downstream communities substantially affected by the operation of the Bui 

Dam. One of the most notable downstream impacts relates to changes in livelihood structures, 
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particularly the fishing economy. A Key Informant, a fisherman in his 70s who had lived in 

Bamboi long before the damôs construction, explained: 

"Before the road was constructed on the dam, some fishermen and residents in the village 

could mobilise travellers and paddle them on the canoe to cross the river to south or north. 

So, fishermen were fishermen and ñdriversò [smiling] [...]. Before the dam was constructed, 

there were different kinds of fish species in the river. Now, the species have changed and 

even reduced in number. At this period in the previous years, I could get a lot of fish in my 

canoe but look [directing eye contact to the fish in his canoe by the banks of the river whilst 

he removes the fins with a knife] at what I got [...]. The delight in the river keeps changing." 

(KII 11, fieldwork 2022). 

Another fisherman affirmed the decline in fishing livelihoods: 

"Fishing in this village was a good job. A lot of people had canoes which they gave on rent 

and sharing agreements but now, most of them have stationed their canoe. Go to the Batorr 

line [making reference to the area predominated by the Ewe settlers], you will see the 

canoes abandoned and some being converted into other uses." (KII 12, fieldwork 2022). 

A carpenter specialising in canoe construction also described the decline in canoe demand due to 

shifting livelihoods and heightened risks associated with post dam fishing: 

"Oh, the canoe jobs have reduced. It is not like before, but I get a few orders from the 

village and other people from different villages along the river. Fishing has reduced koraa 

[a local exaggeration meaning ñdrasticallyò]. People are even scared of fishing because one 

does not know when the excess water from the dam will be released. Fishing has become 

very dangerous." (Village Respondent -VR 7, fieldwork 2023). 



   
 

181 
 

These changes ripple through the local economy. A resident of 30 years, who operates a grocery 

shop [what is referred as provision store in Ghana] at the rest stops area of the village. She narrated 

the following near the rest stop area, noted: 

"Previously, you could get fresh fish from the riverbanks at very affordable prices. Even 

the grilled ones were affordable with varieties but now, I have to travel every week to a 

village towards the south [referring to south of the BVR] to buy fish for my home." (VR 3, 

fieldwork 2023). 

These narratives collectively mirror the findings of Owusu et al. (2019), demonstrating how the 

Government of Ghanaôs political decision to construct the Bui Dam reshaped the economic and 

livelihood dynamics of downstream settings ï especially in relation to the quantity and diversity 

of fish species that previously sustained Bamboiôs fishing economy. These experiences also echo 

Abrampah et al.ôs (2015) caution that massive technological development can cause deep social 

and ecological harm. Both the BVR and the fishing livelihoods in Bamboi have been negatively 

affected by the Bui Dam. 
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Figure 18: An interview with a ñdisappointedò fisherman 

Source: Fieldwork, 2022. 

4.4.3 Competing water resource rights and claims 

Until colonisation and the subsequent independence of Ghana, local residents exercised control 

over natural resources, including water, through customary tenure systems and lineage based 

forms of stewardship (Anquandah, 2013). The presence and distribution of rivers and streams were 

central to the historical formation of settlements across the country, shaping patterns of mobility, 

subsistence, and socio cultural organisation. Bamboiôs own settlement history reflects this broader 

national pattern, in which water availability and access constituted a core determinant of habitation. 
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However, the colonial stateôs reconfiguration of resource governance ï later inherited and 

sustained by post independence elite governments ï generated enduring power asymmetries that 

continue to constrain local claims over water rights and participation in water related 

decision making processes. These colonial legacies are evident in the autonomy with which the 

Government of Ghana bypassed local consultations (Hensengerth, 2013) during the negotiation of 

the loan agreement with the EXIM Bank of China for the construction of the Bui Dam. Such 

unilateral decisions underscore how the central state routinely mobilises its authority to appropriate 

water resources without fully engaging the custodial knowledge and claims of local communities. 

Dynamics of power therefore remain central to water related decision making in Ghana (Owusu 

et al., 2019). Decision making authority typically gravitates toward actors and institutions with 

economic leverage, especially large businesses, industrial entities, and political elites (see Yankson 

et al., 2018). These groups often possess the capacity to shape, influence, or manipulate water 

policies in ways that advance their financial or infrastructural interests. However, this 

consolidation of power systematically sidelines marginalised groups ï particularly rural riparian 

communities ï whose voices and interests are frequently absent or diluted within formal 

governance processes. The resulting imbalance fosters inequitable distribution of water resources, 

privileging certain actors while disadvantaging others (Yankson et al., 2018). 

This unequal power relationship, coupled with the competing interests of the Government of 

Ghana and local residents, manifests as a recurring political tension within water resource 

appropriation. Whilst local residents continue to assert autochthonous rights grounded in long 

histories of transfer, inheritance, ritual obligation, and lived experience, the stateôs authority over 

water is a derivative of colonial rule and the centralised governance structures institutionalised 
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after independence. Consequently, local customary rights and state regulatory authority often 

collide, producing contested terrains of legitimacy, entitlement, and control. 

At present, the Ministry of Water Resources, Works and Housing bears overarching responsibility 

for water resources in Ghana (Mul et al., 2015). The Ministry operationalises its policies through 

four key bodies ï the Water Resources Commission, Ghana Water Company Limited, Community 

Water and Sanitation Agency, and the Hydrological Services Department ï as well as through 

other parastatal agencies such as local governments. These institutions collectively reinforce the 

centralised governance architecture of water resources, further entrenching the stateôs dominance 

over a sector in which local communities have historically held custodial authority. 

4.4.4 Modern infrastructure development 

 The construction of roads connecting villages, towns, cities, and neighbouring countries remains 

a major source of public enthusiasm in Ghana, largely due to the extensive benefits and rapid 

socio economic transformations that accompany such government led ventures (Obiri Yeboah et 

al., 2024; Barajei et al., 2023; Danku and Antwi, 2020). Whilst large scale road infrastructure ï 

particularly highways ï contributes significantly to local and national economies, they also reshape 

and sometimes transcend existing environmental patterns in complex ways (see Khanani et al., 

2021; Ametepey and Ansah, 2014). Bamboi exemplifies a settlement whose socio economic and 

ecological evolution has been repeatedly shaped by successive transport infrastructure regimes 

intended to connect Ghanaôs northern and southern corridors. 

Prior to the introduction of mechanised ferry services, mobility across the BVR was facilitated by 

locally owned and operated canoes. These canoes transported travellers ï often requiring them to 

spend days in Bamboi psychologically preparing for the journey due to the riverôs physical force 
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and the perceived ófearô and ósacrednessô associated with it. Key informants recounted that owning 

a canoe during this period conferred both prestige and economic advantage, enabling operators to 

earn income through their river based transport service. 

This localised economic privilege shifted dramatically with the introduction of 

government operated ferry crossings. Because ferry services were managed by the state, revenue 

from river transport was redirected from local canoe operators to government agencies. 

Additionally, ferries were widely perceived as safer and more reliable than canoes, reducing the 

length of time travellers spent in Bamboi before crossing. As confidence in ferry safety increased, 

the ritualised ópreparationô and culturally embedded caution around the river began to diminish. 

This transition reflects the broader dynamics of Ghanaôs waterscape, in which changes in transport 

infrastructure not only alter patterns of mobility but also redistribute economic benefits and 

reshape local livelihoods. 

A further transformation occurred with the construction of the Trans ECOWAS Road under 

former President Dr. Hilla Limann, as part of General I. K. Acheampongôs Supreme Military 

Council Five Year Development Plan. Since the 1980s, Bamboiôs local economy has been deeply 

responsive to the increasing vehicular movement along this major corridor. The roadôs 

construction altered the spatial organisation of commerce by shifting economic activities from the 

immediate banks of the BVR to locations around the bridge abutments and the central areas of 

Bamboi. This shift facilitated the emergence of more ñmodernò commercial infrastructure ï such 

as cement built and tiled eateries, characteristic of Ghanaôs urbanising architectural styles ï 

thereby transforming the settlementôs economic landscape. 
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Ecologically, these shifts brought both relief and new challenges. The relocation of commercial 

activities away from the riverbanks initially improved the riverôs ecological condition, as direct 

anthropogenic pollution associated with trading and ferry operations declined. However, new 

forms of environmental degradation emerged. The expansion of Bamboi as a trading hub ï driven 

by increased use of the Bamboi Bridge by local, national, and international travellers ï combined 

with the enclaveôs undulating topography (with the river lying in a valley and the settlement on 

the highland), resulted in escalating solid and plastic pollution flowing indirectly into the BVR. In 

this new regime, pollution of the river became less direct but more diffuse, as everyday littering in 

the village centre was transported downslope into the river system. As several informants observed, 

local residents may have hesitated to engage in such behaviours had the pollution remained visibly 

and immediately connected to the riverbanks. 
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Figure 19: Polluted gullies a few meters to the BVR 

Source: Fieldwork (2022/23). 

In the next section, I examine the dynamics between the BVR and Bamboi, focusing on settlement 

histories, ethnic relations, and the evolving co constitution of human-water interactions that 

continue to shape livelihoods, identity, and governance within the village. 

4.5 Understanding the waterscape of Bamboi: The Black Volta River and the making of 

Bamboi  

As previously established, the Volta River Basin comprises the Black Volta River (INCA reaches: 

BV1 to BV5), the White Volta River (INCA reaches: WV1 to WV6), the Oti River (INCA reaches: 

Oti1 to Oti5), the Lower Volta River (INCA reaches: L1 to L6), and the diverse land use types 
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across their combined catchments. These hydrological systems are monitored through three main 

flow stations ï Bamboi, Nawuni and Saboba ï strategically positioned near the mouth of each 

major river (Addo and Dayinday, 2023). The Akosombo Dam outflow serves as the final flow 

station of the basin (Addo and Dayinday, 2023). Bamboiôs position as one of the primary 

monitoring nodes elevates its significance within the Volta Basin, especially in relation to how it 

shapes, and is shaped by, the BVR. 

 

Figure 20: The Volta Basin showing Bamboi and other flow stations 

Source: Addo and Dayinday (2023). 

Cudjoe et al. (2023) demonstrate that water landscapes evolve through a combination of natural 

processes ï including rainfall variability, climatic shifts, droughts, floods, and temperature 

increases ï and anthropogenic drivers such as land use change and hydrological interventions. 



   
 

189 
 

Whilst anthropogenic actions frequently intensify natural pressures on water systems, Cudjoe et 

al. (2023) also note that laws and policies can act as protective measures for natural resources. 

However, this position tends to obscure the politics of protection itself. In practice, natural resource 

governance ï particularly for strategic resources like water ï is deeply entangled with power. As 

Bazaanah (2020) argues, state laws often serve as instruments through which political elites 

consolidate control and appropriate the benefits of water resources. 

Prior to colonial incursion, water governance in Ghana was embedded within customary systems 

grounded in local cosmovision (Atampugre et al., 2016; Anquandah, 2013). Water bodies were 

recognised as sacred entities, imbued with spiritual agency and governed through reciprocal 

relationships in which water could confer blessings or misfortune depending on human conduct 

(Greene, 2002). Colonialism, and later postcolonial regimes, disrupted these relational systems by 

introducing legal and bureaucratic structures that marginalised indigenous stewardship practices. 

Although implementation varied across periods, both colonial and postcolonial water laws 

consistently displaced customary authority in favour of state centred, modernist management 

frameworks. 

Atampugre et al. (2016) observe that this transformation reflected deliberate shifts toward 

legislation based, technocratic paradigms motivated by climate change, globalisation, and 

population pressures. These state driven frameworks subsequently structured the terms by which 

the Government of Ghana appropriates benefits from water resources ï an argument I elaborated 

earlier in Section 4.4.1. 

The subsequent paragraphs situate the iterative relationship between Bamboi and the BVR as it is 

shaped by its history and present engagements. As discussed earlier in Chapter Three, Bamboi is 
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a major settlement in the Bole District, one of seven administrative areas in the Savannah Region 

of Ghana (GSS, 2021). The Savannah Region itself was created in 2018 during Ghanaôs 

administrative redistricting exercise, which divided the former Northern Region into smaller, more 

manageable units. Bole District lies between latitudes 8ô10.5 and 09ô and longitudes 1.50Eô and 

2.45W, bordered to the north by the Sawla/Tuna/Kalba District, to the west by C¹te dôIvoire, to 

the east by the West Gonja District, and to the south by the Wenchi and Kintampo Districts of the 

Bono and Bono East Regions. Its southernmost point ends at Bamboi. 

 

Figure 21: A view of the Black Volta River and Bamboi Bridge from the riverbank at Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork, 2023. 
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Bamboi lies in the Middle Volta Basin (Tonah, 2007), north of the BVR, and straddles the 

Trans ECOWAS Road linking Ghana to Burkina Faso and C¹te dôIvoire. Historically, access 

across the river was facilitated by a ferry until the 1980s when the Bamboi Bridge ï constructed 

by the Cementation Company ï replaced ferry transit as part of a Five Year Development Plan 

under the Supreme Military Council (Briggs, 2019; Damwah, 2011). 
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Figure 22: Physical and Social Environment Map of Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork, 2023.
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Figure 22 depicts the physical and social features and infrastructure of Bamboi. The main 

autochthonous ethnic group found in Bamboi is the Mo/ Deg. The Mo ethnic group is divided into 

two groups based on their positions to the BVR. Bamboi, which is north of the BVR, is considered 

the administrative capital of the North Mo Traditional Council that oversees the Chieftaincy and 

customary land arrangements of smaller Mo-dominated villages and hamlets located north of the 

Black Volta River. Kintampo, a town in the Middle Volta basin, serves as the administrative capital 

of the South Mo Traditional Council as it is located on the south of the Black Volta River. 

 

Figure 23: A view of a typical day in Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork (2022/23). 

Whilst there are different narratives on how the Mo ethnic group came into existence and settled 

at their present locations, the dominant narrative is that they originated from the Sissala ethnic 

group at the present-day Upper West Region but relocated due to an intra-tribal conflict. In a Key 
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Informant Interview with a Council of Elders member at the Bamboi Palace who is in his 70s, he 

shared an oral history that was passed to him. He narrated the following: 

ñWe hailed from Sissala, Upper West. So, the people from Sissala are our relatives. 

However, we left Sissala because we fought over a dogôs head during one of our festivals. 

The fight was not resolved so those who felt threatened moved. If you understand the 

Deg/Mo and Sissala languages, you could spot the similaritiesò (KII 1, fieldwork 2022). 

 

Figure 24: North Mo Traditional Councilôs Office ï Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork, 2022. 

The narrative of the Key Informant was reminisced from an oral history that has been passed on 

from the earlier settlers to the present. Regardless, my interactions with my field assistant beyond 
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this interview revealed several language similarities between the spoken Mo/Deg/Degha and 

Sissala. Beyond just the Sissala, there were traces of Dagaare and Waale in the Mo/Deg language. 

Dagaare and Waale are dominant spoken languages among the Dagao and Waale ethnic groups in 

the Upper West Region of Ghana, the region of the Sissala ethnic group. Grindal (1972) and 

Bendor-Samuel (I971) argue that the Sissala language has its roots in the Grusi branch of the Gur 

family and close Iexical relationships among member languages of the Grusi cluster such as the 

Tamprusi, Chakali, Vagala, and Mo/Degha. To exemplify the ñbloodò relations between the 

Mo/Deg/Degha and the Sissala, my field assistant drew my attention to a cordial play-mating 

between the two tribes. The most significant one is the several encounters of ñteasingò, and 

ñpretentious angerò play between a Mo or a group of Mo natives that sell at the Rest stop area and 

Sissala passenger or private cars.  

In one such encounter, a fifteen people-capacity yellow óSsanyoungô minibus had crossed the 

Bamboi Bridge from the southern part towards the north.  The car had stopped for passengers to 

use the rest stop towards the other part of the journey. Without provocation, the driver who had 

alighted to buy water started insulting the water seller, calling him as uncivilized; a word that is 

not taken lightly in many local spaces in Ghana. Whilst I was unhappy and surprised by the 

scenario, I was later able to connect the trend of the interactions to the Mo-Sissala play-mating. In 

no time, what seemed like an exchange of insults suddenly turned into loud sounds of laughter. 

Subsequently, my research assistant informed me that it is an everyday occurrence in that area. It 

has been a good way of reconnecting with their ñrelativesò in the Upper West, to wit, the Sissala. 

This relationship is similar to the findings of Aasoglenang (2023) and Wegru (2000) in the northern 

regions of Ghana. Thus, whilst Wegru (2000) explores the inter-ethnic joking relationship between 

the Dagaaba and Gurune or Frafra of northwestern and northeastern Ghana, respectively, 
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Aasoglenang (2023) explores how the intra-clan joking relationship among the Dagara people of 

Nandom in northwestern Ghana offers a conduit for conflict resolution. 

Whilst Mo has become an acceptable name for the Deg/Degha and has been used interchangeably 

by various authors such as Awedoba (1996), Grindal (1972) and Brendor-Samuel (1971), there are 

different narratives regarding the ethnic identity name, Mo. A Key Informant revealed that Mo is 

not the actual ethnic name but Deg. He connects a historical collaboration between the Ashanti 

and the then Deg during a war as the root of the name Mo. In the narrative, he recounted that the 

Deg had been consulted by a delegation from the Ashanti Council to support it with fighters toward 

a war between the Ashanti and another tribe. He indicated the below;  

ñWe are not called Mo. Our real name is the Deg. Mo is another way the Asante people 

say, óthank youô. This, you know [referring to my identity as an Asante]. We [to wit, 

ancestors] helped the Asante people in one of their wars. When they won, they started 

referring to us as the Mo people, as a sign of saying those we have thanked. This signifies 

we are in a good relationship with the Asante peopleò (KII 1, fieldwork 2023). 

Although the narrative was silent about the exact ethnic group, he recounted that the Ashanti won 

the war. Consequently, they started calling the Deg group with an Ashanti appellation of ñthank 

youò, Mo. This later becomes the dominant name of the Deg ethnic identity. 

On the contrary, another Key Informant who is a traditionalist and participates actively in the 

sanctification of the BVR presented a different narrative regarding the Deg/Mo ethnic identity. He 

connects the Mo ethnic identity name to the Black Volta River. He argued that the Black Volta 

River is called Mo in the traditional/customary sense.  
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ñNsuo no, wo kὉ Burkina o, Sὑ wo kὉ Cote DôIvoire o, Ὁmo fre no Mo. Obiara nim sὑ ὑha 

na nsuo no tiri wὉò Literally, ñFor the water, if you go to Burkina or Cote DôIvoire, they 

call it Mo. Everybody knows this is where the head [authority] liesò (KII 2, fieldwork 2023). 

He mentioned the two neighbouring countries of Ghana since the Volta Rivers flow from them 

through northern Ghana before moving south-eastwards to enter Lake Volta. Whilst both stories 

make sense, the narrative of KII 2 relates closely to the name of the Black Volta River in Burkina 

Faso. The BVR is locally called Mouhoun while the White Volta River is called Nakambe in 

Burkina Faso. The first two letters of Mouhoun form the Deg ethnic group's dominant name, Mo. 

The Black Volta River is locally called Nnaa Moo, especially among the traditionalists and the 

river priesthood family (Koorafon) in the village. Whilst there is a clear connection between the 

Mouhoun River and the Mo ethnicity according to the narrative of some of the village key 

informants on the river priesthood, there was not a clear establishment between the name Koora 

(the river priesthood family gate) and how it relates to the identities of the river. Regardless, this 

ethnography revealed that the name of God in Mo, Korowii, which directly translates as ñowner 

of everythingò have similar sound with Koora and the title of the river priest, Mokooro. 

Moving on to the term volta [in the Black Volta River] and how it frames the localised cosmovision, 

the term volta is believed to have been imposed on the present-day Volta rivers by some 

Portuguese explorers due to the ñturningò/meandering nature of the rivers (Banda, 2023; Ward, 

2023; Nartey, 2017). Thus, Volta is the direct translation of ñturnò in Portuguese (Dakubu, 2012). 

The BVR flows from Burkina Faso and turns northwards at Bamboi and later turns eastwards 

towards the south of Ghana. Whilst the turns of the BVR at Bamboi have physical and geological 

connotations (Obuobie et al., 2024; Addo and Dayinday, 2023; Yira et al., 2021), to some key 

informants in Bamboi, there is more to these turns than just physical and geological sequence. A 
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Key Informant revealed that these turns depict the power and uniqueness of the particular place of 

Bamboiôs settlement. He expressed his thought on this in the following narrative: 

ñ[....] here [Bamboi] is where the power of the river lies.ò (KII 3, fieldwork 2022). 

In a similar line of thought, another Key Informant who clings to the sanctification of the river 

shared this thought; 

ñHwe, nsuo no, ὑha na ne tiri wὉ. Sὑ deὑ m'adinka aka akyerὑ wo no, babiara a wo bὑkὉ 

biara a nsuo wei fa no, Ὁmo nim sὑ Bamboi na ὑyi ho apae. Enam sὑ yὑ de saa buo no mma 

nsuo no, nfasoὉ bὑbiberὑὑ na efiri mu ma kurommafoὉò, literally, ñSee, the waterôs 

[reference to BVR] head [power or authority] is here. As I have told you already, if you go 

to wherever this water passes, they know Bamboi is where we do the rituals of the river. 

Because we ascribe the respect [acknowledgement] to the water, there are a lot of profit 

[benefits] that accrue to the village residentsò (KII 2, fieldwork 2022). 
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Figure 25: The BVR and other surface water sources in Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork (2022/23).  

To deepen his stands and associate the óturnô/meandering of the river at Bamboi to some cosmic 

attributions beyond physical and geological meanings and how this cosmic perspective shapes the 

local economy of Bamboi, KII 2 added these thoughts to his point; 

"In less than 15 minutes' drive towards the south from Bamboi, you will spot a rest stop 

developed at your left side of the road. No matter how they try to outrun the trade of 

Bamboi, it will not stand. It is because the passengers that pass that stretch are passing 

through Bamboi. If they stop and eat there, what will happen to the traders in Bamboi? The 

river's 'head' is at Bamboi [nsuo no ti wὉ Bamboi]. How can the people be deprived of 



   
 

200 
 

benefits that accrue from the river? Let them go to the sky and return, there is a force 

(referring to non-physical powers) that will not make it stand. You mark my words! 

[pointing his hands to his eye, as he expresses his confidence in his opinion due to incidents 

over time]" (KII 2, fieldwork 2023). 

The early maps of the Volta Rivers depicted changes in the currents at the mouth of the river 

(Dakubu, 2012). Bamboi is a major flow station of the BVR (Addo and Dayinday, 2023). Hence 

the changes in the flow and current at Bamboi is attributed to science. However, these physical 

descriptions are interpreted to mean more than physical attributions to KII 2. Thus, whilst KII 2 

narrations confirm the physical characteristics of the Volta Rivers described by scholars such as 

Obuobie et al. (2024), Addo and Dayinday (2023) and Yira et al. (2021), the spiritual attributions  

KII 2 associates with the turns have received little to no scholarly attention in Ghana, and often 

relegated in global discourses on water governance. This neglect stems, in part, from the 

marginalisation of local cosmovision and culturally embedded ways of knowing, which often fall 

outside Western scientific paradigms and dominant notions of ñmodernò knowledge production 

(Tamale, 2020; Mignolo and Walsh, 2018; Oyewumi, 1997). Meanwhile, these worldviews 

provide important decolonial insights by foregrounding relational ontologies of water, thus, 

understandings of water as social, spiritual, and political, through which local people construct 

their connections to natural resources (Strang, 2023; Boelens, 2014; Linton and Budds, 2014). The 

tensions between scientific/Western centric interpretations and localised ontologies of water 

disrupt neoliberal and technocratic framings, and call into question the universality of IWRM and 

related policy instruments that underpin formal water governance (Evaristo et al., 2023; 

Zwarteveen and Boelens, 2017; Biswas, 2008). 
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In the next sections, I unpack the relationship between the BVR and Bamboi, and how it is shaped 

by state-level water decision-making and interfaces, particularly on the appropriation of the 

benefits of the BVR for Ghana. 

 

Figure 26: Bamboi amidst the water-society interactions 

Source: Authorôs construct.  

The BVR and Bamboi produce an iterative interaction; both entities affecting each other in unique 

ways, as shaped by the state-level decisions on strategic surface water resources. Figure 26 

demonstrates the relationship between the three major entities; the BVR, the Government of Ghana 

and the Bamboi village. The BVR is situated in the river system of Ghana, holding significant 

importance due to the Bui Gorge that passed engineering and technical feasibilities for dam 

construction (Okyereh et al., 2019). This became useful by the GoG in a time that Ghana was 

going through energy crises (Miescher and Tsikata, 2009). The BVR drives the patterns of local 

economy in Bamboi. The river serves as a major source of water for irrigation farming, fishing, 

livelihood options (such as trading), ecosystem services, socio-cultural relations, recreation and 
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transportation in the Bamboi catchment. For instance, the river is useful for peasants and large-

scale commercial farming in the village. By peasant farming, individual farmers rely on the 

consistent levels of water in the BVR post-Bui Dam construction to support their farming. The 

large-scale commercial farming in the village relates to organised private and state-sponsored 

farming whose products are marketed beyond the Bamboi village. In a conversation with a farmer 

in the village, he revealed the following: 

ñ[....] although the river has changed due to the Bui Damôs impact, it helps in farming all 

year around. At least, one is assured that one can always have water in the adri [localised 

jargon for the ñBVRò] for farming in case the rain delays. [....] Even the Babator irrigation 

project relies mainly on the adri [BVR]. Go and see the appealing nature of the farming 

projects around that area [referring to the location of the irrigation]. [....] But as for fishing, 

hmmm [an expression of dissatisfaction], it has really affected it paa [an Akan exaggeration 

of ña lotò]. (VR 5, fieldwork 2023). 

These local benefits that are driven by the BVR in Bamboi constitute the water appropriation of 

Bamboi. 

On another hand, the GoG also derives water appropriations from the BVR. These are mainly large 

scale local and national projects that give the GoG goodwill in Ghana. Having overarching control 

over natural resources in the country by virtue of various legislative instruments and constitutional 

provisions, the GoGôs control over the BVR overrides the control of Bamboi and consequently 

have greater impacts on the appropriation of the water resources benefits of Bamboi. 

Meanwhile, these appropriations from the BVR are mediated by certain features (interfaces) at the 

local (Bamboi) and state-level. At the Bamboi level, these interfaces are seen in values, norms, 

beliefs, interests, culture and history. The local interfaces define the ways in which the Bamboi 
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village relates with the BVR. For instance, the belief that the river has cosmic authority to 

reciprocate its treatment by the local village shapes the ways in which people in the village consider 

polluting the river. Since the relationship between the BVR and Bamboi is an iterative relationship 

mediated by the interfaces, the BVR also shapes the ways in which the norms, livelihood and 

values of Bamboi are frames. Thus, the presence of the BVR at the enclave shapes the ways in 

which the culture of the village residents is shaped. For instance, the villageôs annual water 

sanctification festival14, the creation and the reverence of the river priests (unique traditional roles 

in Bamboi) are shaped by the river. Thus, without the BVRôs flow in the enclave, the water 

sanctification festival and the role of the water priests would not have existed and justified.   

On another hand, political decision-making, legislation/legislative instruments and development 

priorities (such as hydropower generation) serve as the iterative interface between the GoG and 

the BVR. Thus, whilst the GoGôs appropriation of the benefits of the BVR are driven by the 

legislations of control, development priorities and politics, the BVR can shape these interfaces. 

For instance, natural and human induced climatic conditions that increase or decrease the average 

rainfall along the BVR in the Bui Gorge catchment can reduce the operation ability of dam turbines 

and consequently affect its 400 MW capacity. 

4.6 Conclusion of the chapter 

This chapter has drawn on both literature and empirical material from Bamboi to respond to the 

first research question: ñWhat are the dynamics of water governance in Ghana and how do they 

manifest in Bamboi?ò By situating Bamboi within the broader waterscape of Ghana, the chapter 

demonstrated how national political priorities, historical legacies, and contemporary governance 

practices shape the flow, supply and use of water systems that underpin downstream settlements. 

                                            
14 I have discussed this in Chapter Six. 
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In doing so, the chapter established the conceptual and empirical foundations necessary for 

understanding how colonial, postcolonial and current political processes reconfigure water 

governance in Ghana and, by extension, in Bamboi. Three key concluding arguments follow. 

First, the chapter showed that waterscapes in Ghana are continually reshaped by the interactions 

between human populations, livelihoods and state power. Activities such as fishing, dam 

construction for hydroelectricity, and pollution linked to mining intersect with the authoritative 

controls exercised by the Government of Ghana through constitutional and legislative instruments 

ï particularly Articles 257, 268 and 269 of the 1992 Constitution and statutory provisions such as 

Act 1996 and Act 522. Whilst these instruments vest autonomy over water resources in the central 

government, primary settlers continue to assert autochthonous claims that long predate statutory 

water governance. The chapter therefore argued that the stateôs dominance ï and the historical 

transfer of control from local custodians to the central government ï weakens local accountability 

structures and complicates water resource management. At the same time, the stateôs appropriation 

of water for hydroelectric development and other national projects has not translated into 

commensurate investment in potable water infrastructure for Bamboi, thereby creating governance 

and equity tensions. 

Second, the chapter demonstrated how political decisions at the national level ï particularly the 

damming of the BVR for the 400 MW Bui Dam ï have altered both the physical and social flows 

of water in Bamboi. The strategic value of the BVR to the national electricity grid ensures that 

hydropower planning and political prioritisation continue to shape the interactions between the 

river and downstream settlements. In Bamboi, these dynamics extend beyond material access to 

influence identity formation itself. By tracing the Mo ethnic identity to the upstream source of the 

BVR ï Mouhoun in Burkina Faso ï the chapter illustrated Boelensô (2014) argument that 
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waterscapes do not merely shape access and control over water, but also the identities, histories 

and cosmologies of the communities that inhabit them. Although the relationship between Bamboi 

and the BVR is historically rooted in precolonial cosmologies, the transfer of resource authority 

during the colonial and postcolonial eras has made state driven political prioritisation the dominant 

interface structuring contemporary interactions. 

Finally, the chapter revealed how the waterscape of Bamboi shapes and continually re shapes the 

villageôs local economy. The evolution from canoe based transportation to ferry operations and, 

subsequently, to the dominance of the Trans ECOWAS Road and the Bamboi Bridge has shifted 

trading spaces, livelihoods and artisanal skills within the village. Crafts such as canoe making have 

given way to motor mechanic services and new commercial activities aligned with vehicular 

transit. These transformations underscore how waterscapes are not static ecological backdrops but 

active socio economic terrains that reorganise local economies in response to infrastructural and 

political change. 

Having located Bamboi within Ghanaôs broader hydro-social and political landscape, the thesis 

now turns from the macro level dynamics of state, river and settlement to the micro level 

negotiations through which everyday water decisions unfold. The next chapter therefore moves 

from the structural drivers of water governance to the lived, intersectional experiences that shape 

inclusion and exclusion in Bamboiôs water decision making spaces. It examines how age, sex, 

marital status, ethnicity, spirituality, personality, and social networks intersect to produce 

differentiated forms of authority, participation and silence in the villageôs everyday water politics. 
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CHAPTER FIVE  

5 Everyday water institutions and the intersectional experiences in the multiple 

waterscapes of Bamboi   

5.0 Introduction 

This chapter examines the complex interplay of intersectional experiences that shape everyday 

participation in water related decision making in Bamboi. These experiences emerge through 

categories such as age, sex, gender, socio economic status, kinship, migration history, and other 

social markers. Recent water governance scholarship increasingly foregrounds how such 

intersections structure exclusion and inclusion (Adams, 2024; Sultana, 2021; Truelove, 2019; 

Adams et al., 2018; Wrisdale et al., 2017). This shift reflects a recognition that governance itself 

can generate and sustain ñunnaturalò scarcity, unequal access produced not by hydrology but by 

decision making and power. Because people occupy different social positions within the 

waterscape, they encounter this scarcity unevenly. 

Historically, gender has dominated these debates, especially in work focused on the politics of 

water flow, access, and control. However, an over investment in gender alone obscures the 

multiple factors that co constitute exclusion and inclusion (Wyatt et al., 2022). As established in 

Chapters One and Two, singular readings of gender minimise the complex social realities that 

shape everyday life for Mo natives and non Mo residents in Bamboi. This chapter therefore 

extends the analysis beyond maleness and femaleness to reveal the broader intersectional terrain 

through which water decisions and benefits are negotiated. It answers the second research 

question: who shapes and controls the waterscape in Bamboi? 
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The chapter proceeds in three steps. First, it maps the two principal arenas of water 

decision making ï water service provision and water safeguarding ï and clarifies their rationales. 

It then examines the everyday processes through which decisions are made across different 

ownership and control arrangements. Finally, it unpacks how intersectional factors including age, 

sex, gender, marriage, kinship, economic and educational status, social perception, job status, 

migration, personality, knowledge, religion, and political affiliation, differentially position 

residents in these processes. 

Whilst no formal checklist determines who participates in water decisions (beyond the eligibility 

rules governing selection of ritual leaders such as the river priests), everyday authority emerges 

from how individualsô intersectional characteristics align or misalign with local social networks 

and moral expectations. These categories do not operate uniformly; their effects vary across 

individuals and situations, illustrating the fluidity and context dependence central to intersectional 

analysis. Ultimately, this complexity exposes the reductive nature of dominant 

gender mainstreaming frameworks, such as SDG 6, which isolate ñgenderò as the principal axis 

of inequality and thereby overlook the fuller constellation of social dynamics shaping water access 

and decision making in Bamboi. 

5.1 The spaces of water decision-making in Bamboi 

The formal governance of Ghanaôs water resources, including domestic supply, agricultural 

provision, and surface water management, is implemented through multiple national and 

decentralised (MMDAs) agencies (see Figure 27) but fundamentally does not recognise localised 

and long-standing cultural structures that govern water. When communities were mentioned in the 

framework, they were framed as customers (drawing attention to the economic underpinnings of 

framework) than co-producers of the governance system. 
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Figure 27: Institutional arrangements for water policy implementation 

Source: Ministry of Sanitation and Water Resources (2024, p.46). 

Meanwhile, this ethnography shows that in Bamboi, water decision making is fundamentally 

organised around two intertwined systems: water service provision and water safeguarding. 

Together, they shape the core drivers, priorities, and actors involved in determining how water is 

accessed, regulated, and protected. Water service provision centres on securing potable water for 
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drinking and agricultural use. Water safeguarding, by contrast, is driven by a commitment to 

ñprotectingò surface water sources, particularly the BVR15. 

Sub sections 5.1.1 and 5.1.2 examine the specific actors, rationales and decision making processes 

within these two domains, illustrating how inclusion and exclusion emerge from the intersectional 

characteristics that shape peopleôs identities and social affiliations in Bamboi. Figure 28 

summarises how these systems function in parallel, each with distinct priorities and logics. Later 

in Chapter Six, I further unpack the attributes and interconnections between the centralised 

governance arrangements and the villageôs longstanding spiritual stewardship, demonstrating how 

their interaction provides a pathway for water bricolage in Bamboi. 

 

 

                                            
15 Chapter Six unpacks what this means in the worldview of Bamboi. 
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Figure 28: Spaces of water decisions in Bamboi 

Source: Authorôs construct.



   
 

211 
 

5.1.1 Water service provision 

The focus of water service provision in Bamboi is the availability of potable water for drinking 

and enough for industrial and agricultural purposes. The provision of water is preceded by ñmodernò 

water infrastructure such as boreholes, electric pipe-stands, and irrigation projects. This focus is 

spearheaded by Government of Ghana institutions such as the Bole District Assembly (the local 

government authority of Bamboi) through the Development Planning and Works Departments. 

Beyond the Bole District Assembly, parastatal agencies such as the Babator Irrigation Project, a 

village-based irrigation system located at the eastern periphery of Bamboi (see Caminati Engström, 

2020), has positioned itself as a water service provision agency for small-large scale agricultural 

projects within the Bamboi enclave and above. Figure 29 captures the main actors that form the 

water service provision in Bamboi. 
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Figure 29: Actors of water service provision 

Source: Authorôs construct. 

Furthermore, NGOs, such as the Zakat Foundation, a religious-based local NGO engaged in social 

infrastructure projects in various places of northern Ghana, significantly feature in the water 

service provision through physical water infrastructure projects such as boreholes construction in 

Bamboi. Beyond Zakat Foundation, various local and international NGOs partner with the 

Government of Ghana through the Bole District Assembly departments to provide water for the 

village. Whilst the above water provision actors do not focus on profit (non-economic) in the 

provision of water services for Bamboi, their significance to potable water provision is 

insignificant since the water services they provide for the village is below the CWSA planning 

standards for a population such as Bamboi, over five thousand (5,000) people.  
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ñThe population of Bamboi requires the standard Small Town and Village Water System 

per the CWSA standards [...]ò (Government Staff 2, fieldwork 2022).  

Meanwhile, the village is surrounded by eight non-functional and two (2) functional GoG and 

NGO provided boreholes scattered across the populated areas of the village. The Bole District 

Assembly is not oblivious of this situation. A Key Informant narrated the authorityôs awareness of 

the potable water situation in Bamboi:  

ñPer the estimation of the standards we work with, each population of three hundred 

requires a borehole with fitted handpump. Do the calculation and see [interactively 

quizzing me]. If the population is estimated at 5,000 and there are ten boreholes in the 

village, it means that over 2,000 people in the village do not have access to a potable water 

source. Meanwhile, the Assemblyman has reported that most of these boreholes are not 

even working. Clearly, you can say that Bamboi is having a water infrastructure problem.ò 

(Government Staff 3, fieldwork 2022). 
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Figure 30: Sample of non-functioning boreholes scattered across Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork (2022/23). 

The mismatch in population and water infrastructure dynamics sheds light on the overall technical, 

financial and political actions that relate to the unnatural scarcity of water resources for use, 

resulting in what villagers describe as ñstress without solutionò. To suffice this, a Key Informant 

shared his opinion on the potable water situation in the village: 

ñ[...] even the ones that are in the village are not working. When you walk around, you will 

see all of them. Money to repair them is one problem. When you get the money, getting 

the skilled people to repair them is another problem. The District Assembly [local 

government] trained about seven village residents, but it is just basic skills to tighten 

handpump screws and others. When the challenge is complex, they are unable to fix it. We 
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usually require people from Wenchi [a town in the next administrative region]ò to fix them. 

We will go through all the stress to get the problem fixed, however, in less than three 

months, the users will report the same problem or another [...]. The users cannot be blamed 

because the people using the boreholes are above the capacity for its operationò. (KII 10, 

fieldwork 2023). 

These breakdowns highlight the technical, financial, and political dimensions of ñunnaturalò water 

scarcity, scarcity produced not by hydrology but by governance capacity gaps. They also expose 

tensions between national reporting and local reality. GoG figures from MWHWR (2010) claim 

that more than one third of Ghanaians have access to potable water, contributing to progress 

toward the MDGs (now SDGs). However, such national level reporting sits uneasily beside the 

realities of places like Bamboi, echoing broader scholarly concerns about mismatches between 

SDG metrics and everyday experiences (Egan and Agyemang, 2019).  

5.1.2 Water safeguarding 

This section introduces the safeguarding of water resources in Bamboi ï a theme explored 

extensively in Chapter Six, where the villageôs localised worldviews and cosmovision are 

unpacked in detail. Here, the focus is on how surface water safeguarding, particularly of the BVR 

(Nnaa Moo), is enacted in everyday practice. In Bamboiôs worldview, the BVR is regarded as the 

ñparentò of all water sources, embodying both physical and non physical (spiritual) dimensions 

that require protection. 

The water safeguarding of Bamboi is rooted in its local cosmological understandings, shaped 

historically through taboos, totems, and mystical associations linked to the BVR and passed down 
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through the Koorafon16  lineage. Within this cosmovision, the river possesses supernatural 

authority capable of reciprocating human actions by rewarding respectful behaviour and 

reprimanding transgressions. This reciprocal relationship necessitates ongoing acts of reverence 

and restraint. To remain on the ñpositiveò side of this relational exchange, the village performs 

two key rituals: a mandatory annual purification, and spontaneous cleansing rituals triggered by 

specific incidents. Both rituals occur through an off river medium or idol, reinforcing the belief 

that physical and spiritual realms are intertwined.  

Alongside ritual practice, tabooing and totemic prescriptions guide behaviour at the riverbank, 

regulating how people fetch water, bath, fish, or travel on the BVR. These measures function both 

as expressions of gratitude and as preventive mechanisms intended to avert misfortune that may 

arise from human violations, whether intentional or accidental. The safeguarding actions are led 

by the Mokooro17 (water priest), a spiritual custodian from the Koorafon, who performs these 

responsibilities on behalf of the Koora gate and the wider village. Such spiritual governance of 

water is not unique to Bamboi; similar traditions are documented across Ghana 

(Awuah Nyamekye, 2013). 

This section also highlights a key gap in the IWRM framework. Whilst IWRM emphasises formal 

participatory structures including committees, quotas, and gender representation, the actual 

decisionmaking spaces in Bamboi remain informal, situated, and cosmologically anchored. 

Rather than flowing through WATSAN committees or other state sanctioned bodies, authority is 

exercised through kinship networks, gate systems, ritual leadership, and spiritual obligation. What 

appears as ñparticipationò in formal policy terms therefore obscures the intersectional dynamics 

                                            
16 In Chapter six, I have discussed the Koorafon and other family gates that make the Mo ethnicity in Bamboi. 
17 In Chapter Six, I discuss who Mokooro is and what he represents in Bamboiôs Water Safeguarding Priesthood. 
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such as age, kinship status, economic standing, social perception, and spiritual authority that 

determine whose voices carry weight in water decisions. 

The rest of this chapter builds on this insight by examining how intersectional factors shape 

inclusion and exclusion across the villageôs two water decision systems: water service provision 

and water safeguarding. 

5.2 Processes of everyday decisions in Bamboi 

Understanding the processes of everyday water decisions in a local setting is an essential part of 

the governance of water resources. Whilst significant amount of water decision-making at the 

village level in Bamboi revolves around ópreservingô the physical and spiritual nature of the BVR, 

the decisions are often problem-centric and involves different groups of actors at different stages. 

A Key Informant revealed the following narrative to situate why water decision-making in Bamboi 

is problem-centric: 

ñYὑ te nsuo ho nso yὑ di nsu kὉmò, literally, ñwe stay by óabundantô water, but we are 

water thirstyò (KII 3, fieldwork 2022).   

Regardless, other sources of water such as the privately owned mechanic boreholes (water 

vendors), streams, ponds, rainwater, wells, and household boreholes, are guided by different 

arrangements that are liable to everyday changes and adapt to the overall decision climate and 

trends in the village and that of Ghana. In the next section, I unpack the factors that matter to the 

processes of water decisions in Bamboi and how they uniquely embody the type of water system. 

These processes unveil the gendered and intersectional dynamics of water access and control. 
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5.2.1 What factors matter? 

Everyday water decision making in Bamboi varies according to the type of water system involved. 

The intersectional dynamics governing access to the BVR differ markedly from those that shape 

access to privately operated water vending points. For example, black pots (whether naturally dark 

or darkened by firewood) and menstruating women are prohibited from accessing the BVR; yet 

these restrictions hold no relevance at private vending points. What may superficially appear to be 

a minor rule of access, therefore, has deeper implications for who is included or excluded in water 

decision making along gendered lines. This was made explicit by a local water leader from the 

Koora family gate: 

ñ[...] until the spiritual sanctifications of the river became off-river due to an incidence that 

happened during the on-river event some time ago, only males could join the annual on-

river sanctification. This because we tabooed females from accessing the river during their 

menstruation, not to talk of during such sanctifications. Since we could not be sure of their 

availability [availability here means not-menstruating] when there is the dire need to go 

onto the river [especially in the case of the spontaneous sanctifications], our predecessors 

decided to exclude females.ò  (KII 3, fieldwork 2023). 

As the narrative by KII 3 shows, what begins as a taboo on access culminates in a broader exclusion 

from critical decision making rituals, including the annual and spontaneous sanctifications 

discussed in Chapter Six. Whilst gender is often foregrounded in discussions of equality, it is only 

one facet of a wider set of intersectional experiences that shape water governance in Bamboi. For 

instance, menstrual exclusion declines as women age; once women reach menopause, the barrier 

dissolves. This makes older women more valued in safeguarding roles than younger women. The 

prominence of Koora Yaa Kumah (water priestess) and Naa Tiyaa (traditionalist and oral historian) 
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demonstrates how age, gender, and spiritual authority intersect. Although some ritual activities 

still exclude all women, older women wield significant influence, highlighting the fluidity of 

gender constructions in many African contexts 

Beyond gender and age, family affiliation to the Koora gate determines access to core 

sanctification activities, including the precursor sacrifices performed before the mandatory annual 

ritual. Blood ties grant potential inclusion, yet this is only part of the inclusion criteria. 

In practice, decisions about the timing of sanctifications and other major development issues are 

shaped by a small group of economically influential residents and non residents who form the 

Development Committee (discussed in Section 5.3). Thus, even though public custom locates 

custodianship with the Koora family, hidden layers of power reveal additional intersectional 

exclusions. As one Key Informant explained:  

ñIn as much as the previous yearly sanctification of the óAdreô [BVR]  has usually been 

May-June thereabout, that is not how it is supposed to be done. It should be done in the 

beginning of the year. However, we require a fat white ram/sheep for the process. Until 

someone donates the ram/sheep by benevolence or through a thanksgiving donation [a 

common practice of people who seek assistance through the BVR/Nnaa Moo], we are 

limited.ò (KII 2, fieldwork 2023). 

Reflecting on this narrative by KII 2 draws attention to the untold reality that the donorôs capacity 

to fund the ram thus determines ritual timing, demonstrating how economic status becomes a 

decisive intersection. 

These dynamics were further exposed during Bamboiôs engagement with three Ghanaian led 

ñforeignò mining companies in early 2023. Beyond concerns about land degradation and pollution 
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of the BVR, the politics of royalties revealed that participation in the villageôs water decisions was 

shaped not solely by Koora affiliation, but also by economic influence, social position, and 

political connections. Although the village has formal governance structures ï including a 

chieftaincy and an elected Assemblyman under the Local Government Act, 2016 (936)18 ï royalty 

payments were initially received by a former Assemblyman19, bypassing established authorities 

and ñwhitewashingò the environmental and social implications of small scale mining. These 

events illustrate Wyatt et al.ôs (2022), Steadyôs (2005) and Foucaultôs (1983) insights that power 

is dispersed, circulating through multiple social channels rather than residing exclusively in formal 

institutions or wealth. 

Shifting from river specific rules to everyday water decisions more broadly, access to individual 

boreholes, wells, rainwater, and private mechanised taps reflects additional intersectional 

dynamics. Unlike the BVR, no private tap owner restricts menstruating womenôs access. However, 

gender norms manifest differently: adult men are generally not expected to fetch water publicly 

for domestic use, and when they do, they are permitted to bypass queues. Older women also enjoy 

this privilege, whereas younger women do not. Whilst pricing is not gender differentiated, these 

practices reveal a gendered hierarchy of respect and labour expectations that privileges adult men 

and older women over others. 

These examples illustrate why focusing solely on ñgender inequalityò is analytically insufficient. 

The advantages and disadvantages experienced by residents emerge from the intersections of 

                                            
18 Local Government Act, 2016 (936): 

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=1635d379e2a21601611ffe0079da3434ea0cf1c102a0f928ad31eaee488585e2Jmlt

dHM9MTc1Njk0NDAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=3cafca4b-f606-65a9-2bf3-

d922f75e64fa&psq=Ghana+local+government+act+2016&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly9sZ3MuZ292LmdoL3dwLWNvbnRl

bnQvcGx1Z2lucy9kb3dubG9hZC1hdHRhY2htZW50cy9pbmNsdWRlcy9kb3dubG9hZC5waHA_aWQ9NDkzMA

&ntb=1 
19 He did not have any formal legal nor customary locus. 

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=1635d379e2a21601611ffe0079da3434ea0cf1c102a0f928ad31eaee488585e2JmltdHM9MTc1Njk0NDAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=3cafca4b-f606-65a9-2bf3-d922f75e64fa&psq=Ghana+local+government+act+2016&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly9sZ3MuZ292LmdoL3dwLWNvbnRlbnQvcGx1Z2lucy9kb3dubG9hZC1hdHRhY2htZW50cy9pbmNsdWRlcy9kb3dubG9hZC5waHA_aWQ9NDkzMA&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=1635d379e2a21601611ffe0079da3434ea0cf1c102a0f928ad31eaee488585e2JmltdHM9MTc1Njk0NDAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=3cafca4b-f606-65a9-2bf3-d922f75e64fa&psq=Ghana+local+government+act+2016&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly9sZ3MuZ292LmdoL3dwLWNvbnRlbnQvcGx1Z2lucy9kb3dubG9hZC1hdHRhY2htZW50cy9pbmNsdWRlcy9kb3dubG9hZC5waHA_aWQ9NDkzMA&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=1635d379e2a21601611ffe0079da3434ea0cf1c102a0f928ad31eaee488585e2JmltdHM9MTc1Njk0NDAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=3cafca4b-f606-65a9-2bf3-d922f75e64fa&psq=Ghana+local+government+act+2016&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly9sZ3MuZ292LmdoL3dwLWNvbnRlbnQvcGx1Z2lucy9kb3dubG9hZC1hdHRhY2htZW50cy9pbmNsdWRlcy9kb3dubG9hZC5waHA_aWQ9NDkzMA&ntb=1
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gender, age, kinship, economic standing, social reputation, and spiritual authority. Consequently, 

decision making in Bamboi ï whether about river sanctification or access to private water points 

ï is governed by fluid, overlapping, and context specific intersections that continually reshape 

power and participation. 

The next sections detail the specific intersectional factors that shaped decision making during this 

ethnography and how they interact to include or exclude different actors across the villageôs water 

governance systems. 

5.3 Intersecting matters and stories in decision-making 

This section foregrounds the fluid and relational nature of inclusion and exclusion in Bamboiôs 

water decisions. Intersectionality treats social positions (sex, gender, age, kinship, ethnicity, 

religion, class, migration status, etc.) as mutually constitutive, not additive; each position reshapes 

the meaning and effects of the others (Misra et al., 2024; Collins, 1998). Hence, I avoid the 

common pitfall of assuming uniform advantage/disadvantage within any single category (Misra et 

al., 2024; Wyatt et al., 2022; Mandel and Semyonov, 2016). For analytic clarity, I follow Collins 

and Bilgeôs (2020) emphasis on inequality, relationality, power, social context, complexity, and 

social justice as orienting themes.  

I engage the intersectional analysis from intra categorical and inter categorical lenses (McCall, 

2005). Intra categorical analysis probes differences within a nominal group (for example, among 

women or among men); inter categorical analysis compares between groups (for instance, women 

and men). Figure 31 visualises these distinctions, and Figure 32 maps the intersectional categories 

most salient in Bamboiôs waterscape. 
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Figure 31: Intra and inter intersectional analysis categories 

Source: Authorôs construct. 

As Chapter Four shows, proximity to cosmological authority (such as Koorafon membership) can 

move an individual ï say, a male Koora resident ï closer to key decision spaces around the BVR, 

authorising certain interpretations of the riverôs identity, agency, and safeguarding. For instance, 

whilst a Bamboi residentôs ethnicity as Mo can shape their proximity to the sanctification of the 

BVR, having multiple layers of identities such as a male Koora resident in Bamboi may grant 

access to multiple cultural contexts that situate him closer to the localised water decision-making 

spaces. By extension, the proximity of the male Koorafon to the water priesthood fundamentally 

shapes how he engages with the BVR, particularly in framing the riverôs identity and safeguarding 

through locally embedded cosmologies. As discussed in Chapter Four, such proximity enables 

certain actors, such as KII 2 to interpret the BVRôs bodily and spiritual connection to Bamboi not 

through the dominant scientific lens found in mainstream literature, but as a form of spiritual 
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legitimacy grounded in cosmological worldviews. This exemplifies intersectionalityôs relational 

production of authority and meaning (Collins and Bilge, 2020). 
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Figure 32: Fluid intersectional categories in water decision-making in Bamboi 

Source: Authorôs construct.
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The rest of this section moves beyond the theoretical reflections on intersectionality to unveil the 

empirical realities that interplay in the everydayness of water decision-making in Bamboi. I make 

inferences to scenarios in the period of the ethnography, where decision-making about a source of 

water became a matter of public interest and the spiral of social participation that unpacked in such 

a scenario.  

Whilst the UN frames water as a human right (Langford, 2005), access in Bamboi remains a 

privilege, often mediated by purchasing power or convertible social capital. Decades after Gleickôs 

(1998) warning about rural potable water deficits, many residents still depend on the BVR for 

domestic, commercial, and agricultural uses. Vulnerable households ï especially the aged, sick, 

and poorest ï turn to rainwater (in season) and the BVR despite anthropogenic contamination from 

small scale mining (galamsey - Ghanaian jargon), solid and livestock waste through runoff, and 

detergent/soda pollution from laundry sites. For those with physical vulnerabilities, distance to the 

BVR multiplies the hardships of daily water access. 

Although the challenge of access to water in Bamboi remains a problem and reveals the capacity 

challenges and priorities of the Government of Ghana, it triggers local adaptation strategies led by 

village actors and households. A brief narrative illustrates how kinship ties convert to water access: 

On one Tuesday morning in February 2023, we were on our way to a scheduled interview 

elsewhere in the village when we were stopped by a woman in her 70s. She lives about half a mile 

away from the BVR, Mofaga stream and SuukὉrl pond (the three main surface water sources in 

Bamboi, which are detailed in Chapter Four). She initiated an informal conversation about the 

borehole in her vicinity, her main source of water for domestic use, which had developed a fault 

in January that year. The fault had prevented it from flowing. It was revealed in this informal 

conversation that such faults are quite common with this borehole and others available for public 
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access and use in the village. Whilst expressing her worry, she narrated that she had engaged and 

negotiated with a former local government elected officer (Bamboi Assemblyman) in the village, 

who she shares family ties, to assist her in repairing the borehole when it had developed a fault in 

the previous year (November 2022). In the conversation, she revealed this: 

ñ[é] in less than three months, it has broken down again [é]. When it broke in November 

last year, I pleaded with the former Assemblyman to fund repairs; he did ï using part of 

the ógalamsey moneyô [referring to the mining óroyaltiesô from the prospective gold miners 

in the village]. I am his sewaa (aunt), so it was hard for him to refuse [é]. Yet many refuse 

to pay the Ghc 5 [equivalent to 55 pence] monthly fee, and when it breaks, they say they 

do not have money ï though they buy from ópipefҜҜ no hҜô (pointing hands and referring 

to the private vendors) every morning.ò (VR 10, fieldwork 2023).  

Her account compresses multiple intersections: governance produced scarcity (frequent 

breakdowns), collective action frictions (fee evasion), political economy (mining ñroyaltiesò 

underwriting public repairs), and kinship as leverage (aunt-nephew obligation). Not every relative 

can mobilise such support, hence the need to resist essentialising intersectional claims (Misra et 

al., 2024; Wyatt et al., 2022; Misra, 2018; Mandel and Semyonov, 2016).  
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Figure 33: A village forum on the small-scale mining and matters arising in Bamboi 

Source: Fieldwork, 2023.  

The next sections unpack the specific intersectional factors ï age, sex, gender, marriage and 

kinship, economic status, education/knowledge, social perception and job status, migration, 

personality, religion, political affiliation, language, and others ï that define who participates, who 

is heard, and who benefits across Bamboiôs dual decision arenas: water service provision and water 

safeguarding. 




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































