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In 1969, amid a surge in anti-immigrant sentiment, Ghana issued an expulsion order that
targeted immigrant traders. Thirty years later, during a period of pervasive xenophobia,
neighboring Côte d’Ivoire used restrictive land policy to curtail the rights of immigrant
farmers. When political and economic instability ushered in popular debate on the rights
of citizens and non-citizens, the governments of these West African countries reacted
with different forms of exclusionary policies. Ghana’s policy sheltered immigrant farmers
and targeted the prominent sector of non-citizen traders. In contrast, widespread anti-
immigrant sentiment in Côte d’Ivoire produced a policy response that impacted suc-
cessful immigrant farmers. The different types of exclusionary policies used in these
cases highlights a neglected source of variation in how states use policy to respond to
anti-immigrant sentiment.

Understanding why states target vulnerable immigrant populations in different
ways requires attention to the material bases of immigrant economic power, not just
the economic and political conditions that foster anti-immigrant sentiment. While eco-
nomic downturns and political instability may foment anti-immigrant sentiment,1 tempt-
ing governments to use immigrants as scapegoats,2 the exclusionary policies they enact
are not of one kind. Anti-immigrant policies target different sub-groups of non-citizens,
and in doing so define who can participate in political processes, seek employment, run
a business, occupy land, and reside in the country. To the complex problem of why
states respond with different policies to anti-immigrant sentiment, I propose a relatively
simple theory: it is the economic dominance of different immigrant groups that shapes
policy outcomes. The state responds to the economic niche within the national economy
where immigrants are dominant, which I term the locus of immigrant economic power.
In moments of anti-immigrant sentiment, policymakers implement policies that spe-
cifically target this source of immigrant economic dominance.

A most-similar cases analysis of Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire illuminates the causal
power of economic dominance on the forms that anti-immigrant policies take. In these
cases, it is not the size of the demographic presence of immigrants in certain industries,
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culture, or objective measures of economic scarcity, but economic power that shapes
exclusionary policies. Cross-nationally, there are many reasons why immigrant groups’
economic power lies in different sectors. In the cases of Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, the
main focus of this article, we can trace these roots to divergent land tenure policies.
Whereas Côte d’Ivoire’s immigrants established agriculture as their area of economic
dominance through state-supported, liberal access to land, Ghana’s agricultural lands
were controlled by powerful traditional authorities.3 Thus while the number of immi-
grants in the agricultural sector was greater in Ghana, their insecure access to land pre-
vented them from gaining a foothold in agriculture. Instead, Ghana’s immigrants were
economically dominant in trading. It follows that during moments of popular anti-
immigrant sentiment, it was the farmers in Côte d’Ivoire and the traders in Ghana who
were targeted.

A central contribution of this article is to introduce a previously neglected variable
to the comparative scholarship on immigration: the forms of anti-immigrant policies
used by states. The article provides an explanation for this variation, leveraging the
similarities between Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire to demonstrate that these different forms
of exclusionary policies are the result of divergent immigrant political economies.
Finally, this article contributes to a growing comparative literature on immigration
and migration in Africa with a structured comparison of two prominent cases of exclu-
sionary policies in the region.

Explaining Immigrant Exclusion

Recent scholarship on anti-immigration sentiment in Africa has focused on democrati-
zation and liberalization as destabilizing factors that contribute to the rise of nativist
discourse.4 While “democratization clearly raised the stakes on citizenship,”5 we know
less about why different targeted exclusionary policies are used. Comparative immi-
gration scholarship has concentrated on variation between open or closed immigration
policies, on single policy analyses, and on attitudes towards different immigrant groups.
This article builds upon the insights of these literatures to explain the various forms
exclusionary policies take.

In the existing literature, immigration policies are treated as a spectrum from
more to less liberal or open. This scholarship has proposed that different immigration
policies may result from institutional structure,6 cultural identity,7 party politics,8 unions
and organized interest groups,9 and demographic sizes and concentrations.10 While
much of the existing theory was built for and tested on industrialized democracies,
it has implications for the cases examined here. Freeman’s important theory of immi-
gration policy produces expectations for expansion or restriction in immigration policy
based on the diffusion of costs and benefits of immigration reform.11 This is a rele-
vant foundation for understanding these cases, as Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire both
implemented exclusionary policies in contexts where the benefits of immigration were
diffuse. However, while these existing frameworks predict the shifts from open to
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closed immigration policies, they do not explain the choice among a menu of exclu-
sionary policy types.

A second literature identifies the determinants of one form of immigration policy,
shedding light on the economic and political dynamics that propel targeted exclusionary
policies. Comparative scholarship has focused on changes in welfare policies,12 citi-
zenship laws,13 multiculturalism policies,14 and bilingual language policies.15 This litera-
ture highlights how immigrant demographics interact with specific social, economic, and
institutional contexts to produce policy change. For example, change in citizenship laws
is associated with the size of the immigrant population and low native demographic
growth, in addition to institutional factors such as previous citizenship law and regime
type.16 While the rich literature on immigration policy explains the shift between inclu-
sionary and exclusionary laws or variation on one type of immigration policy, they do
not address why different groups or sectors would be targeted through different forms
of immigration policy. For this task, literature on the determinants of anti-immigrant
sentiments holds relevant predictions.

The scholarship on attitudes and preferences illuminates the variation in public
opinion towards different immigrant groups. Resource scarcity and demographic size
approaches argue that anti-immigrant sentiment results from competition over resources,
which suggests that the form of exclusionary policy may reflect the most-scarce resources
or the sectors with the largest immigrant populations. Dancygier’s parsimonious model
of immigrant conflicts predicts that scarcity of fixed public resources begets competition
between immigrants and natives while electoral power shapes the form of conflict that
will occur.17 Scheve and Slaughter and Mayda also find support for the hypothesis that
anti-immigrant sentiment results from competition over resources.18 They demonstrate
that natives with skill levels similar to immigrants are more likely to support exclu-
sionary immigration policies due to labor competition. However, this insight does not
transfer to the form of targeted policy used; in both Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire the largest
number of immigrants were in the agricultural sectors at the time when nativist senti-
ments arose. While competition over resources and jobs contributes to our understand-
ing of anti-immigrant sentiments, the target of anti-immigrant legislation is more closely
linked to the specific economic niche that non-citizens fill and dominate.

Other related research argues that culture, ethnicity, and religion contribute to the
rise of anti-immigrant sentiments. In recent work, Adida finds that in urban communi-
ties, cultural similarity leads to greater insecurity for immigrants.19 When immigrants are
culturally-similar to the host community, community leaders will seek to prevent inte-
gration in order to maintain the local benefits of ethnic networks. Further, native
populations feel more threatened by immigrants with similar cultural traits due to their
ease of assimilation. This suggests that culturally-similar immigrants are more likely to
be rejected than culturally-different immigrants. This framework has clear predictions
for which immigrant groups will be excluded within a community, but it does not
address which forms that immigration policy will take on the national level. In the
cases of Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire, exclusionary policies targeted culturally-similar
traders in the former and culturally-different agricultural producers in the latter. While
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the literature on popular sentiments towards culturally-different immigrant groups stops
short of predicting how these attitudes translate to national policy, scholarship on immi-
gration policy has limited its focus to single policies and the spectrum of open to closed
immigration regimes. Therefore, in order to understand how national governments choose
from among multiple forms of anti-immigration policy, a new approach is needed that
merges the determinants of popular sentiment and strategic policy choice.

The Argument

Exclusionary policies are not homogenous. They vary in form, targeting different sub-
populations of non-citizens. In times of alien-scapegoating, politicians maximize the
political benefits of anti-immigration policies by enacting policies that target certain groups
of non-citizens in the sectors understood to be the sources of immigrant economic power.

Locus of Immigrant Economic Power Scholars of immigrant and ethnic political
economies have long noted that immigrants tend to occupy particular economic niches.20

The locus of immigrant economic power is an economic niche where immigrants have
real, disproportionate success in a sector of the national economy relative to native
populations. For example, in West Africa migrants integrate into the local economy
through channels reinforced by the host and sending communities such as local labor
needs, ethnic networks, and colonial labor policies. This leads to concentrations of immi-
grants in certain areas of the economy.21 These vary by country and can be traced to dif-
ferent historical root-causes. In the cases considered here, I will suggest that the role
of chiefs in land tenure systems contributes to the different configurations of immigrant
economic niches. Of the economic niches that immigrants fill, they achieve dominance,
success, and numerical presence in some and not others. Oftentimes disproportionate suc-
cess in certain industries results from the resources of immigrant networks themselves.

In industries where natives also have a foothold, the success of foreigners is more
likely to be seen as directly hurting locals in the same industry. The interaction between
immigrant economic success and competition with natives contributes to a sense of
threat and domination. As Weiner demonstrates, it is not competition alone but inequality
in the ethnic division of labor that drives nativist conflict.22 Similarly, exclusionary poli-
cies respond to the locus of immigrant economic power in an effort to curb their success
in competition with natives.

Politics and Policy Conditions of economic and political insecurity heighten the
political salience of the immigrant-native cleavage. The decision by politicians to turn
xenophobic sentiments and campaign-season threats into exclusionary policies is costly.
There are economic consequences for expelling or restricting the rights of all immi-
grants. While broader political discourse often uses all non-citizens as scapegoats, laws
and their implementation are directed at certain groups and not others. Restricting the
rights of certain non-citizens is a means by which states can exert control over the size
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of particular classes or categories of people.23 That is, politicians have an economic
interest in keeping some immigrants; even broad expulsion policies contain loopholes
to protect certain non-citizens. The need to balance the economic costs and political
gains of enacting exclusionary policy produces decisions based on political efficiency.
This leads to the choice of targeted exclusionary policies that respond to the locus of
immigrant economic power.

In sum, anti-immigrant policies should be most likely to target those groups of
immigrants that are dominant in a sector where natives are also active. As the cases
of Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire will demonstrate, the forms of exclusionary policies
respond to immigrant economic power, not material scarcity or culture. This theoreti-
cal model explains the variation in anti-immigrant policy and allows us to predict
what forms these policies will take. In particular, this explains why, given similarly
large immigrant presences in export-oriented agriculture, Côte d’Ivoire’s exclusionary
policy revoked land rights while Ghana’s revoked residency for traders.

Comparing Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire

The cases of Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana present an ideal comparison for examining
how exclusionary policies develop. These two countries share several key character-
istics that shape their anti-immigrant policy-making. To match the scope conditions
of my argument, I focus on the era in each country when economic downturns and
political upheaval precipitated national-level attention to the roles and rights of citizens
and non-citizens.

In Ghana, the central exclusionary policy emerged in the late 1960s. “Heralded
as the panacea for the amelioration of the economic plight of the ‘ordinary Ghanaian
citizen,’”24 the government issued the Compliance Order of November of 1969, obliging
all non-citizens without proper residency permits to leave within two weeks. This led
to the expulsion and flight of between 200,000 and 500,000 Nigerians, Burkinabé,
and Togolese within eight months,25 some of whom had lived in Ghana for genera-
tions. The decree primarily targeted immigrants working in the commercial sector
who were understood to “dominate” commercial activity.26 In 1970, the Compliance
Order was followed by a formal exemption for non-citizens working in agriculture and
by the Ghanaian Business Promotion Act, which outlawed immigrants from owning
small businesses. While the majority of non-citizens were in the agricultural sector,
the exclusionary policy targeted traders.

The most transformative moment for immigrant rights in Côte d’Ivoire occurred
in the late 1990s. In the context of increasing xenophobia, including accusations that
the main opposition candidate and former Prime Minister, Alassane Ouattara, was a
foreigner, Côte d’Ivoire passed land reform that stipulated that only Ivoirian citizens
could own land. This ignored existing land tenure agreements between locals and for-
eigners and legitimized violence against migrants, particularly in the cocoa belt. At a time
when political entrepreneurs seeking to mobilize votes stirred popular anti-immigrant
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sentiments, non-citizen agricultural producers were targeted through the government’s
chosen form of exclusionary policy: a restrictive land law.

These divergent policy outcomes are interesting for this study due to the significant
similarities between the countries. Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire both have fertile southern
regions that developed smallholder cocoa and coffee production under colonial rule. The
two countries competed as the largest regional and global coffee and cocoa producers
following independence. Both built their export economies on these products and relied
on migrant labor from their northern regions and from neighboring countries to build
their cocoa and coffee economies. The climates and colonial agricultural policies in both
countries led to strikingly similar migration patterns and regional divisions, which led to
the development of politically, socially, and economically salient north-south divides,
with both northern natives and non-citizens migrating south to more fertile land and to
the coastal economic capitals.

The vast majority of immigrants in both countries come from neighboring West
African countries. In 1998, Côte d’Ivoire’s non-citizen population was primarily from
Burkina Faso (58 percent), followed by Mali (20 percent), and Guinea (6 percent).27 The
origins of Ghana’s immigrants were Togo (35 percent), Burkina Faso (24 percent), and
Nigeria (24 percent) in the 1960s.28 While West Africans accounted for almost all
non-citizens in both countries, they each had small but visible Lebanese communities
representing less than 3 percent of the foreign population. In both countries, non-
citizens composed a significant proportion of the population. In Côte d’Ivoire, 26 per-
cent of the total population was non-citizens; in Ghana, non-citizens accounted for
12 percent of the total population.29

Unlike former colonies in Southern and Eastern Africa with significant settler
populations, both Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire were responding nearly exclusively to
African immigrant populations. Further, the majority of immigrants into Ghana and
Côte d’Ivoire were Muslim and entered countries where Muslims cluster in the North
and Christians in the South.30 Although these immigrants represented a wide range of
ethnic groups (Burkina Faso alone has over sixty ethnic groups), the profiles of citi-
zens and non-citizens are similar across the two cases.

Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire were both experiencing periods of economic decline and
political instability when these exclusionary policies were enacted. Ghana’s economy
began a two-decade decline in 1960. Between 1960 and 1970, for example, the per
capita income dropped at a rate of 0.3 percent per year, on average.31 Côte d’Ivoire’s
economy stagnated in the 1990s, which followed a steep decline from its peak in the
1970s. GDP per capita dropped from 1,091 USD in 1978 to 671 USD in 1998.32 Politi-
cally, regime type is stable across the cases; both countries were democratizing during
the period under discussion. In 1966, Ghana’s post-independence leader, Kwame
Nkrumah, was ousted in a military coup, and 1969 saw the first competitive elections
of the independent country. Kofi Busia began his regime in September 1969, three
months before the Compliance Order. Similarly, the 1990s in Côte d’Ivoire were
characterized by increased political competition, following the death of President
Houphouët-Boigny and the transition to democracy. The 1998 Land Law was passed
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under the administration of Henri Konan Bédié, who would be overthrown in a coup
by General Robert Guéï in 1999. In the following elections, Laurent Gbagbo was
elected President on an ultra-nationalist platform, in the lead-up to the recent con-
flict and civil war. These periods of economic decline and high political competition
certainly contributed to the onset of anti-immigrant sentiment. However, they cannot
explain the different policy choices.

Specifically, the central puzzle is why immigrant exclusion occurs via land laws in
Côte d’Ivoire and an expulsion order targeting traders in Ghana. Scarcity of land does not
explain this variation. The structural characteristics of land across these two cases are
largely similar. Indicators of population density on arable land, availability of agricultural
land, and equality of land distribution cannot account for the divergent outcomes. Land
was not expropriated from non-citizens in Côte d’Ivoire due to scarcity. By all measures,
there was a greater rural population and less available agricultural land in Ghana. It is
important to acknowledge that scarcity and the perception of scarcity do vary dramati-
cally on the subnational level,33 and that even customary land would be more likely to
be treated as a commodity in the late 1990s. However, available data indicate that the
two countries had similar levels of land scarcity in the periods under consideration.

Colonial legacies are another potential confounder; while Ghana is former British
colony, Côte d’Ivoire is a former French colony. The French had an inclusive citizen-
ship regime that allowed colonial subjects to become full citizens, but the British had
no such pretenses and did not extend citizenship to Ghanaians. However, in practice
this principle of equality within the French empire was still exclusive and marginalized
all but a small number of Africans. Legal differences in French and British regulations
for citizenship did not translate to different treatment of citizenship rights in Ghana and
Côte d’Ivoire, and both countries ultimately adopted the French jus sanguinis citizen-
ship law.34 While MacLean’s research demonstrates that the difference between French
and British colonial rule led to variation in the relationship between citizens and the
state, or the content of citizenship,35 this does not have clear implications for the
boundaries of citizenship and the treatment of non-citizens across the two countries.

Table 1 Structural Characteristics of Land in Ghana (1969) and Côte d’Ivoire (1998)

Ghana (1969) Côte d’Ivoire (1998)

Population percentage rural 71% 57%

Agricultural land density (ha/person) 1.9 2.2

Permanent meadow (1000ha) 8400 13000

Permanent meadow (ha/person) 1.39 1.43

Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO), FAOSTAT database. (FAOSTAT: 2011),
available from http://www.faostat.fao.org. Permanent meadow per person is total permanent meadow over
total rural population.
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Differences between regional events in the 1960s and 1990s also cannot account
for variation in the exclusionary policies. Ghana was not the only country that expelled
immigrants in the 1960s. In the same time period, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Cameroon, and
Burkina Faso also expelled small numbers of non-citizens.36 However, these expulsions
each targeted different sectors of non-citizens. Further, in the 1990s, Côte d’Ivoire
may have been destabilized following structural adjustment programs and democrati-
zation,37 trends that Ghana was not yet responding to in the 1960s. While it is possible
that regional trends in exclusionary policies in the 1960s and waves of political and
economic reform may have contributed to the onset of nativism in Ghana and Côte
d’Ivoire, respectively, they cannot inform who was targeted and the forms these
policies took. In sum, the similarities in north-south divides, profiles of immigrants,
role of agriculture in the economy, land availability, citizenship laws, unstable elec-
toral politics, and economic conditions make this a powerful comparison. Despite the
countries’ different colonial powers and timing of nativist movements, we gain infer-
ential leverage on the forms that exclusionary policies take by comparing Ghana and
Côte d’Ivoire’s immigrant political economies.

Ghana

In the first decade following independence, Ghana promoted an inclusive national mem-
bership regime that allowed non-citizens similar rights as citizens and did not enforce
legal distinctions between the two. In local elections immediately preceding indepen-
dence, suffrage was provided to any resident of more than six months, regardless of
British or French colonial affiliation.38 President Nkrumah, in office 1957–1966, strength-
ened this tradition by de-emphasizing ethnic differences in favor of a pan-African ideology.
Further, immigrants could formally organize into political organizations and participate
in national politics.39

Immigration was invited and encouraged in the colonial and immediate post-
independence era, with particular focus on building the cocoa and coffee industries.
Relying on immigrant labor in the agricultural sector helped Ghana become the
world’s largest cocoa producer by the 1960s. While 14 percent of the adult population
in Ghana was foreign-born, non-citizens accounted for 44 percent of agricultural
laborers and caretakers.40 Of the non-citizen population, 20 percent were farmers
and an additional 8 percent worked as agricultural laborers.41

Despite immigrants’ numerical importance in the agricultural sector, their economic
power was in commerce. Male and female immigrants from Niger, Nigeria, Mali, and
Burkina Faso played a prominent role in commerce in large city markets, street ped-
dling, and rural markets. On a national level, non-citizens were engaged in trade at much
higher proportions than locals; 10 percent of foreign men and 60 percent of foreign women
were traders, compared to 3 percent of Ghanaian men and 26 percent of Ghanaian
women.42 While most rural traders were immigrants, foreigners were also highly visible
in commerce in major cities. In Rouch’s 1953 survey of street traders in Accra, 95 percent
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were from outside of Ghana.43 In the country’s largest market, Kumasi, 16 percent of ven-
dors were from French colonies and 18 percent were Yoruba migrants from the current
Nigeria.44 During this time, locals referred to the yam section in Kumasi’s market as the
Gao market, due to the Malian ethnic group’s control of the yam trade.45 Further, immi-
grants composed the majority of the country’s butcher trade, while the small Lebanese
community was prominent in manufacturing.46 Overall, “in the retail trade the aliens
exercised complete control; in fact it was they who distributed vital commodities to the
remotest corners of the country.”47

Immigrants had developed an economic niche in both rural and urban trade. Com-
merce was the source of immigrant economic power during this period. In his study of
the Yoruba in Ghana, Eades hypothesizes that their strength in trading resulted from
migrant networks that brought capital and information.48 This dominance in commerce
was accompanied by a sense of threat that immigrant success in local markets was at
the cost of native populations. On a local level, frustration and resentment of immi-
grant economic power developed throughout the 1950s and 1960s. Small-scale inci-
dents of nativist violence broke out, including riots against foreigners in the Kumasi
market.49 This immigrant economic power in commerce contrasts with the fact that
there were nearly twice as many non-citizens in the agricultural sector (152,000 adults)
than in commerce (87,000).50

One avenue for politicizing the dominance of immigrants in commerce was nativist
business associations. In 1968, an Ashanti businessman founded the National Crusade
for the Protection of Ghanaian Enterprises to protest the role of immigrants in trading.
Claiming support from both large and small-scale businesses, the National Crusade
worked with sellers of cattle, timber, and yam.51 Indigenous became an important word
in popular discourse, its influence arising from “commercial elites who found the com-
mercial sector saturated by individuals of foreign origin.”52 The native business commu-
nity used “Indigeneity” to assert the legitimacy of their claim to economic opportunities
in Ghana and to challenge the rights of non-citizen traders. Members of the Ghana
Manufacturers’ Association and the Ghana Butchers’ Association branched off to create
explicitly “indigenous” trade organizations.

The 1969 election campaign brought a revival of ethnic politics,53 and rumors
spread that foreigners would be expelled under Busia.54 Aliens were blamed for the
period’s economic and social problems, using the pervasive indigeneity rhetoric. Busia’s
Progress Party ran on a platform of ensuring “that increasingly control of the economy
shall be in the hands of Ghanaians (market-women and Ghanaian businessmen).”55

While the party manifesto provided plans to support farmers in general, discussion
of plans for internal trade were qualified with support for “Ghanaian enterprises” and
“Individual Ghanaians.”56 Within three months of the August elections, the newly elected
Busia regime passed and implemented what was the most radical anti-immigrant policy
in West Africa to date. With over 800,000 non-citizens living in the country, the state
declared that all aliens without the appropriate residence permits had to leave within four-
teen days. Obtaining these papers in two weeks required tax receipts and was essentially
an impossible task for the majority illiterate immigrant population. The Compliance Order
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was implemented immediately and violently. The state encouraged citizens to assist in
enforcing the expulsion; reports identify “pre-dawn ‘swoops’ and lorries being loaded
for the trip to the border.”57

In official justifications for the Compliance Order, immigrants were referred to as
impediments to native employment and criminals. Officials claimed non-citizens were
responsible for the majority of crime in Ghana58 and smuggled diamonds.59 The policy
was cited as a remedy for the 600,000 registered unemployed Ghanaians. The Compli-
ance Order was a response to the nativist sentiments that had brought the Progress Party
into power. It seized “the word ‘alien,’ and ma[de] the ‘aliens’ responsible, in official
pronouncements, for all the ills of the country: unemployment, the tottering economy,
crime, and even disease.”60

However, despite the broadly xenophobic discourse, the Compliance Order was a
policy specifically used to target immigrants involved in commerce. It was immediately
followed by policies that clarified this intent. The Ghanaian Business Promotion Act of
June 1970 prevented any non-citizen from owning a small business and gave foreigners
two months to sell their businesses to Ghanaians. The law explicitly restricted foreigners
from taxi ownership, manufacturing businesses, and sales “of any product or group of
productions of any principal not resident in Ghana.”61 Further, it excluded non-citizens
from informal commerce, such as petty trading, hawking, and kiosks.62 In the application
of the Compliance Order, the greatest pressure to leave was exerted on traders.63 After the
policy was implemented, at least 1,000 stalls were vacated in the Kumasi market, refilled
through a list of 10,000 Ghanaian applicants.64 The Compliance Order was mainly used
to target merchants; agricultural workers were initially asked unofficially to remain.65

However, in 1970 the law was formally amended to exclude farm laborers from the
requirement that unregistered aliens leave the country. Despite the fact that the cocoa
markets were in decline, less new land was being developed, and less agricultural labor
was needed,66 immigrants from the agricultural sector were not a target of the govern-
ment’s exclusionary policy.

It is telling that there was popular backlash against the suggestion of foreign agri-
cultural workers being expelled, but no popular support for immigrant traders. This
policy for excluding immigrants in the commercial sector was not merely a concession
to the lobbying of native business associations, but legislation that created broader
political support for the Busia regime. This was a popular policy, despite the real eco-
nomic costs of the expulsion of 200,000–500,000 immigrants. The costs included capital
flight and the disintegration of Ghana’s trading system in the wake of the Compliance
Order.67 Further, poor and rural Ghanaian populations were particularly affected by the
policy as reduced access to credit and traded goods raised local market prices.68

The form of exclusionary policy used in Ghana reflects the economic dominance of
immigrants in commerce, not cultural differences, labor competition, or numerical pres-
ence in a particular industry. The implementation of the Compliance Order, its amend-
ment to exclude agricultural workers, and the regulation against non-citizens owning
businesses reversed the rights of traders to live and work in Ghana. Unlike in Côte
d’Ivoire, land ownership and the rights of non-citizen farmers were not targeted. While
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the subcommittee that advised Ghanaian policy-makers preceding the Compliance Order
recommended restrictions on land access for non-citizens, the government did not legis-
late or implement any land restrictions.69 Exclusionary land policies were an option that
the Busia administration chose not to use. Immigrant dominance in commerce made the
expulsion of traders a more attractive political decision than policies that targeted immi-
grant farmers. Further, land laws were enacted in Ghana in 1960, 1962, 1971, and 1979,
none of which excluded non-citizens from land ownership.

Why were immigrants in the agricultural sector not viewed as threats? National
scarcity of arable land was equal to that of Côte d’Ivoire in the 1990s, and with the
declining prices of cocoa, less labor was needed. With wages for agricultural laborers
having declined by over 20 percent between 1957 and 1969,70 less demand for agricul-
tural labor, and nearly twice as many non-citizens in the agricultural sector as in com-
merce, there should have been increased competition between natives and immigrants in
agriculture. However, immigrants working in the agricultural sector were not targeted
by the exclusionary policy because this was not the economic niche where they were
dominant, particularly relative to non-citizen traders.

One possible root cause for the relative economic weakness of Ghana’s many
agricultural immigrants is the importance of chiefs in Ghana’s land tenure system.
Non-citizens accessed land through sharecropping, short-term lease, and direct land pur-
chases.71 However, they were subject to high levels of continuing rent extraction by local
chiefs. As Woods and Mitchell emphasize, this is an important distinction from farmers
in Côte d’Ivoire who accessed land through reciprocity relationships with individuals,
not powerful chiefs.72 Due to this extractive relationship, Ghana’s non-citizen farmers
had less opportunity to cultivate unequal success than the immigrant farmers in Côte
d’Ivoire who largely functioned outside of the traditional system and gained access to
land with support from the Ivoirian state. Unlike Côte d’Ivoire’s powerful agricultural
immigrants, Ghana’s significant number of farmers and agricultural workers were fun-
damentally vulnerable and therefore were not targeted by the government’s exclusionary
policy. Instead, in Ghana, immigrants were dominant in commerce, which translated into
policies that curtailed the rights of non-citizens in that sector.

Côte d’Ivoire

While Kwame Nkrumah was espousing a philosophy of pan-Africanism in Ghana, Côte
d’Ivoire’s first president, Félix Houphouët-Boigny, was similarly advocating the uni-
versal brotherhood of Africans. In 1959, Houphouët-Boigny initiated the Conseil de
l’Entente (Council of Agreement), a collaboration between a group of West African
countries to counter artificial colonial boundaries and represent the community of
West Africans.73 He later attempted to implement a policy of granting dual citizenship
to all West African immigrants living in Côte d’Ivoire, before being blocked by parlia-
ment in 1964.74 This commitment to West African brotherhood translated into an open
membership regime during Houphouët-Boigny’s presidency, from independence in
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1960 until his death in 1993. Non-citizens had nearly identical rights as citizens, includ-
ing voting rights, land ownership, and access to high government positions.75

This inclusive regime supported the state’s economic goals. The French colonial
regime had used the Sahel region, particularly Burkina Faso and Mali, as a labor reserve
for their colonial agricultural projects.76 The migration pattern from arid north to fertile
south was facilitated by forced labor, migration agencies, and transportation networks
that continued after independence. Between 1933 and 1959, nearly 700,000 Burkinabé
were brought into Côte d’Ivoire. By 1998, the Burkinabé population living in Côte
d’Ivoire surpassed 2.3 million.77 Migration was encouraged with the aim of developing
the country’s coffee and cocoa production through small-scale farms. This became the
bedrock of the Ivoirian economy, leading to the “Ivoirian miracle” of economic growth
in the 1970s and 1980s.

In order to convert the country’s abundant, fertile forest region into cocoa pro-
duction, non-citizen and citizen migrants alike were provided liberal access to land.
Houphouët-Boigny’s 1963 proclamation that “the land belongs to those who produce
on it” was reflected in practices that welcomed and encouraged immigration. Histori-
cally, the Ivorian state favored migrants in land conflicts78 and pressured locals to be
hospitable to migrants.79 While Malian and Burkinabé migrants often began as agricul-
tural laborers, they gained informal land ownership through sharecropping agreements
and the institution of tutorat, in which land is transferred in exchange for symbolic
gifts to the land’s guardian.80

Unlike the aliens in Ghana who were most active in the agricultural sector but eco-
nomically dominant in commerce, non-citizens in Côte d’Ivoire established their foot-
hold in agriculture through the development of successful plantations of cocoa and other
cash crops. Numerically, the presence of immigrants in the agricultural sector is evident.
Ivoirian census data cites that in certain cocoa-producing regions, such as Moyen Comoe,
Bas Sassandra, and Sud Comoe, there were more non-citizens than citizens. In 1998,
57.6 percent of immigrants were in rural areas; of the two largest immigrant groups,
74 percent of Burkinabé and 48 percent of Malians had agricultural occupations.81

While the amount of non-citizens in the agricultural sector was similar to Ghana in
1965, in Côte d’Ivoire agriculture was also the locus of immigrant economic power.

In Côte d’Ivoire, foreigners were not only present in the agricultural sector in high
numbers, but they were economically dominant. There are a variety of reasons for the
success of immigrants over natives in agriculture. Chauveau suggests that the Burkinabé
immigrants were the winners in an “ethnic sequence” of agricultural production in the
cocoa belt.82 In the Central-West region, land transferred from Ivoirian Gban, native to
the area, to Ivoirian migrants, primarily ethnic Baoulés, who then provided parcels
to Burkinabé through tutorat agreements. The immigrant newcomers had lower capital
investments on previously developed land, younger and therefore more productive cocoa
trees, and better access to labor due to ethnic labor networks.83 Further, immigrants had
stronger networks for attracting capital and labor than natives, allowing them to reinvest
in aging crops while other farmers could not.84 This led to the sense that in agriculture,
immigrants were better off than natives.85
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Agriculture was the source of immigrant economic power in Côte d’Ivoire due
to this success in farming. Immigrant farmers were perceived to be dominant at the
expense of native farmers. There was a pervasive sense of inequality in the forest zones
between native and non-native farmers.86 In their fieldwork in agricultural communities
in Southeastern Côte d’Ivoire, Colin, Kouamé, and Soro found a general mood of “boiling
resentment” against the economic success of immigrant farmers.87 This perception of and
frustration regarding immigrant dominance in agriculture was not limited to cocoa pro-
ducing areas; one route for its diffusion to the native population more broadly was
through mobile urban youths seeking land in their ancestral villages. Frustrated youths
served as “vectors of interethnic tensions.”88 Their indignation at rural inequality was
legitimized by and fed into the ultra-nationalist discourse displayed on the national stage
in the 1990 and 1995 elections.89

In 1996, in the context of economic stagnation and increased political competition,
President Henri Konan Bédié popularized the concept of Ivoirité in political discourse
through the publication of a manifesto that sought to articulate the linguistic, his-
torical, and geographic factors that distinguish between citizens and non-citizens in
Côte d’Ivoire.90 The concept was a powerful tool used in a variety of ways by politi-
cians when it suited their interests. Ivoirité became particularly vitriolic and xenophobic
during the attempts to disqualify the main opposition candidate, former Prime Minister
(and later President) Alassane Ouattara from presidential candidacy based on residency
and nationality of both parents.91 Ultimately, in political discourse Ivoirian became
synonymous with autochtone, or native, and was used to question the rights of not only
non-citizens, but citizen migrants as well. Ivoirité came to represent natives of South
and Central Côte d’Ivoire92 and sanctioned the right to question anyone with last names
from the ethnic groups that traverse Northern Côte d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso, and Mali,
such as the Malinké.93

Much like “Indigenous” in 1960s Ghana, Ivoirité gained popularity in this era
and was used to challenge the legitimacy of the rights of non-citizens. In the context
of economic downturn, democratization, and the political vacuum left by the death of
Houphouët-Boigny, the role of foreigners became a central political issue. In this envi-
ronment of xenophobic discourse, naturalization requirements and identity cards were
key topics of contention. Presidential candidacy requirements became more stringent
through a 1994 electoral code amendment and a 2000 constitutional referendum, requiring
not only citizenship but that both parents be of Ivoirian origin. Much of this political
debate focused on the candidacy of Alassane Ouattara who was accused of not being a
true Ivoirian. However, the 1998 Land Law was the most trenchant anti-immigrant policy
in this era.

The Rural Land Law (loi n°98–750) passed through parliament nearly unanimously
in December 1998. It formalized customary rights to land based on community recogni-
tion of autochtony. Celebrated by some for its effort to map and register land titles, the
Land Law contained the powerful stipulation that non-citizens could not own land.94

The law allows that ownership by non-citizens be converted to leases but does not clearly
articulate how this transition should occur, the terms of the lease, or its duration.
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It provides no recognition of the pre-existing institutions of land ownership that devel-
oped through tutorat and, taken literally, dictates that any land owned by non-Ivoirian
be returned to the state.95

In a climate of xenophobic politics, politicians targeted immigrant dominance in
agriculture. While disrupting the current agriculture system in a country reliant on cocoa
revenue could be economically costly, the potential political gains of responding to
popular xenophobic sentiment were high. The government could not expel all of the
non-citizens, as there would not have been enough available labor to maintain current
production on the plantations without them.96 Instead, the Land Law targeted the domi-
nance of non-native farmers by expropriating their right to own land. As this did not
prevent foreigners from laboring on Ivoirian farms, the policy was less costly to the vital
cocoa industry.

This law was a response to the growing land conflicts between native and non-
native populations97 while also reinforcing and legitimizing these conflicts. Immigrants
who had purchased or acquired land through sharecropping found that “they did not
really own the land.”98 Importantly, the law was interpreted as permission to challenge
any rights to land ownership by immigrant farmers; the “‘renegotiation’ of long-standing
economic arrangements turned rapidly to violent confrontations as land was reclaimed
rather than converted to leases.”99 In extreme cases, such as the November 1999 conflict
in the Saïoua and Tabou areas of Southwest between Ivoirian and Burkinabé farmers,
immigrants were violently forced off of their land. In the Southern forest zone, Boone
estimates the number of displaced Burkinabé farm workers and farmers at 20,000.100

As Marshall-Fratani reports, “With the encouragement of local authorities and regional
dignitaries with important positions in Abidjan, groups of ‘young village patriots’ have
created a climate of terror in which strangers (northerners, Burkinabé, but also Baoulé)
are chased off their land, which subsequently is seized ‘legally’ by local big men.”101

In more moderate cases, the land rights of non-citizens were renegotiated and con-
tested. Locals argued that expelled immigrants should not be compensated for their lost
land because they had earned high enough returns on their investments given initially
cost-free land.102 This is symbolic of the broader popular support for exclusionary policy
that targeted immigrant dominance in agriculture. While the application of the law varied
based on regional context and the attitudes of local administrators, it represents a rapid
transition from inclusive to exclusive national membership.103 The law undermined the
right to land ownership, but in the context of heightened xenophobic politics and confusion
surrounding the legal role of leasehold, the 1998 Land Law served to restrict foreigners
from access to land, not solely ownership. Non-citizens, some of whom were second
and third generation Ivoirian residents, were stripped of a right that is critical for agrarian
livelihoods.104 Land is, of course, a basic necessity for farmers. Creating a situation of
insecure tenure based on citizenship status marginalized immigrant farmers from economic
as well as political and social membership. This threatened the livelihood of farmers and
undermined their integration into local communities as residents and equal participants.

While non-citizens in Côte d’Ivoire maintained identification with their nation
of origin, they had nearly equal rights as Ivoirian citizens before the 1990s. When

Comparative Politics July 2016

530



immigrants were increasingly treated as scapegoats for the country’s economic prob-
lems and politicians used xenophobia to mobilize voters, the shape that nativist policy
took reflected the locus of power for immigrants, agriculture. Policy-makers responded
to ultra-nationalist sentiments and popular frustration by expropriating the rights to
land of the previously successful farmers. Côte d’Ivoire’s exclusionary policy targeted
the immigrant group perceived to be dominant. The law did not directly affect the
over 40 percent of immigrants living in the country at the time who were not engaged
in agriculture.105 This includes visible ethnic economic niches such as the southern
Burkinabé (Dioula) transport businesses, iron artisans and mechanics, Malian and
Guinean vendors, and Hausa traders.106 However, the Land Law was a key step in
legitimizing the exclusion of non-citizens more broadly and undermining the status
of any non-citizen in Côte d’Ivoire.

The anti-immigrant sentiment reflected in the Land Law ultimately spread to a
general reign of terror against non-natives of the South, including both citizen and
non- citizen migrants from the North. Côte d’Ivoire’s civil war was fought, in part, over
the boundaries of citizenship and national membership. Business documents and work
and trade permits were not the form that xenophobic policy took, despite the presence
of immigrants in the formal and informal commercial sectors. Land ownership was
specifically targeted in policy and was a key issue in the civil war because it was
the central source of economic power for immigrants in Côte d’Ivoire.

Conclusion

Despite the thirty-year time difference, comparing the shift to exclusionary immigrant
policies in Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire allows us to isolate the effects of variation in the
locus of immigrant economic power. Both countries initially implemented inclusive
policies, based on political philosophies of pan-African fraternity and economic inter-
ests in developing tree crop production in their fertile forested regions. With similar
rights between natives and immigrants, the boundary between citizen and non-citizen
was largely unimportant before the pivotal reforms discussed here. In both countries,
immigrants developed a foothold in a sector that came to be perceived as the source of
immigrant economic power. While the majority of Ghana’s immigrants were farmers
and agricultural laborers, their economic dominance was in commerce. In Côte d’Ivoire,
by contrast, historically liberal and unfettered land access had developed immigrants’
economic strength in agriculture. Non-citizens in Côte d’Ivoire were dominant in agri-
cultural production and were resented by native Ivoirians for success in that sector.

While ethnicity and religion are markers of insider/outsider status that were invoked
in both indigeneity and Ivoirité nativist discourses, there is no systematic role for culture
in accounting for which groups were targeted by these exclusionary policies. In both
Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire, the Presidents and their support coalitions were predomi-
nantly Christian, Akan, and Southern.107 Non-citizens employed in agriculture in both
countries were predominantly Muslim and Burkinabé. As was particularly politicized
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in Côte d’Ivoire, these agricultural immigrants shared more cultural and religious link-
ages with citizens of the Northern regions of Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire than the Southern
ruling coalitions. In Ghana, the exclusionary policy targeted the relatively culturally-
similar group of immigrants, the religiously mixed (Christian/Muslim) Yoruba traders,
as highlighted by Adida.108 In contrast, Côte d’Ivoire’s policy targeted the culturally-
different group of Muslim Burkinabé farmers. In both trading and agriculture, immi-
grant networks were of strategic importance. The presence of agricultural immigrants in
Ghana and the similarity in the ethnic composition of these sub-groups provides strong
evidence that it is not the social but the economic position of immigrants that drives the
choice of exclusionary policy.

Another compelling alternative explanation looks at sectoral economic growth
and anti-immigrant sentiment.109 Applied to the question of the forms of anti-immigrant
policy, we could expect that a sector-specific downturn led to policy that targeted
immigrants in that arena. Excluding immigrants in those sectors would relieve pressure
on this sector and increase wages for labor. There is mixed evidence for this relation-
ship. The available statistics on sectoral growth in the 1960s in Ghana and 1990s in Côte
d’Ivoire identify the value added of the sector as a percentage of the country’s economy
but combine services with commerce.110 In the years leading up to Ghana’s exclusionary
policy, the services and commerce sector was growing in share while the agricultural
sector was contracting. While commerce shrank from 32 percent to 30 percent of the
economy in the year before the anti-trader policy, the longer-term trend contrasts with
the sectoral growth explanation. In Côte d’Ivoire, consistent with this explanation, the
agricultural sector was declining as a share of the economy relative to commerce and
services in the years prior to the Land Law. However, in the year before the policy
passed, both had decreased; agriculture fell from 25 to 23 percent and services decreased
from 55 to 53 percent of GDP.

While these data do not provide conclusive evidence that the economic health of
each sector contributed to which immigrants were targeted, it does indicate that in both
cases it was the second-largest sector that was affected by the immigration policy.111

This is consistent with the theory proposed here of why immigrants are targeted in
certain sectors instead of as a whole. Anti-immigrant policies are costly to politicians.
Targeting economically dominant immigrants in the second-largest sector allows
politicians to maximize political benefits while minimizing risks to the economy.
In both countries, the exclusionary policy resulted in minor loses to that sector.112

These cases of anti-immigrant laws in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana contribute to a
clearer understanding of immigrant-native conflict in Africa. Anti-immigrant popular
sentiments have translated into the political arena and resulted in exclusionary policies
in a large number of countries since independent statehood. Gabon, Zambia, Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, Angola, Guinea, Niger, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Mauritania
have all expelled portions of their immigrant populations.113 In 1983, Nigeria’s Alien
Expulsion Order targeted 2 million non-citizens working in the private sector, par-
ticularly those with low-skills.114 Policies limiting what non-citizens can trade have
also been common. In 1967, Kenya placed limits on non-citizen traders, and
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Sierra Leone did the same in 1969.115 By examining the locus of immigrant economic
power in these cases, we can better understand the form these policies took.

The expulsion of 80,000 Asian residents in Uganda by General Idi Amin has a
prominent place in the history of immigration policies in Africa. Less noted is that
this outcome was preceded by Uganda’s Trade Licensing Act of 1969 under President
Milton Obote. The Trade Licensing Act restricted where and what non-citizens could
trade, with explicit exemptions for non-citizen farmers and craftsmen trading their own
products.116 This exclusionary policy targeted the locus of immigrant economic power in
Ugandan commerce. Three years later, Amin expelled Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi,
and Asian-British citizens by Presidential decree, claiming they were hurting African
Ugandan businessmen. In his own words, “no one section of the community such as
Asians, can be allowed to dominate, control or monopolize the business of the nation.”117

Consistent with the theory that even general expulsion orders are a tool of the state
to minimize economic costs and maximize political impact by targeting immigrants’
economic dominance, Amin’s expulsion excluded Asians in other sectors, particularly
professional employment.118

In this article, I focus on an understudied region within comparative immigration
studies and examine a variable that has previously been neglected in the literature. How-
ever, the effect of country-specific sources of immigrant economic power on policy out-
comes resonates more broadly. From America’s exclusionary land law that targeted
Asian farmers in the 1920s,119 to the content of Malaysia’s nativist New Economic
Policy in the 1970s,120 to the current legislations proposed by right-wing European
political parties, this framework should shed light on the forms exclusionary policies
take across contexts.

While the existing literature contributes to our understanding of the rise of anti-
immigrant sentiments and policies, this framework addresses the complexity of exclu-
sionary policy outcomes. Anti-immigrant policies do not impact all non-citizens equally;
certain immigrants are disproportionately affected. While immigrants may be active in a
variety of sectors in a given country, this model predicts that in moments of popular
anti-immigrant sentiment, the government’s policy response should reflect an interest
in limiting non-citizens in the sector where they are most economically dominant. Thus
we can understand not only when, but also how states redefine who has rights to full
national membership, as well as who loses in this process.
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