
Continuity and Change 
in a West African Society

mendonsa ch00 fmt auto cx copy  11/13/01  1:06 PM  Page i



mendonsa ch00 fmt auto cx copy  11/13/01  1:06 PM  Page ii



Continuity and Change 
in a West African Society

Globalization’s Impact on 
the Sisala of Ghana

Eugene L. Mendonsa

CA R O L I N A AC A D E M I C PR E S S

D u rham, North Caro l i n a

mendonsa ch00 fmt auto cx copy  11/13/01  1:06 PM  Page iii



Copyright © 2001
Eugene L. Mendonsa
All Rights Reserved.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Mendonsa, Eugene L.
C o m munity and ch a n ge in a West A f rica society: Sisala elders ,

women, and youth/ Eugene L. Mendonsa. 
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-89089-637-2
1. Sisala (African people)--Economic conditions. 2. Sisala (Afri c a n

people)--Social conditions. 3. Sustainable development--Ghana. 1.
Title.

DT510.43.S57 M45 2001
305.896'35--dc2l

2001025309

Carolina Academic Press
700 Kent Street

Durham, NC  27701
Telephone (919) 489-7486

Fax (919) 493-5668
Email: cap@cap-press.com

www.cap-press.com

Printed in the United States of America.

mendonsa ch00 fmt auto cx copy  11/13/01  1:06 PM  Page iv



To Jack Goody and Meyer Fortes

Who taught me different things

mendonsa ch00 fmt auto cx copy  11/13/01  1:06 PM  Page v



mendonsa ch00 fmt auto cx copy  11/13/01  1:06 PM  Page vi



Contents

Preface x i
Introduction 3

O v e rview of the Book 3
Old and New in Sisalaland 7
Some Theory about the Distillation of the Political Economy 1 1
My View of Culture 1 7

Chapter I.  Sisala History: War, Trade and Chiefs 2 1
G o v e rnance: In the Beginning  2 1
The Co m i ng of the Slave Wars and Trade 2 3
The Sisala in History: Local and Global Influences 2 7
S i p a a l a a raa and the Rise of Wa rtime Leadership 2 9
N u c l e a t i on and the Defense of Villages 3 9
S u m m a ry: The Influence of Opportunities 4 4
The Role of “Chief” Dolbizan in  the Zabarima Slave Wars  4 6
The Relation of Dolbizan to the Zabarima Slavers 4 9
The Nature of Ya l i ng b ong, the War Rock 5 1
The Siege at Ya l i ng b ong 5 3
Dolbizan and the Zabarima: Summary and Con c l u s i ons 5 5
The Establishment of Chiefs by the Co l onials: The Fre n c h 5 7
The Establishment of Chiefs by the Co l onials: The British 5 7
G o v e rnance Today 6 3

Chapter II.  The Changing Family 6 9
The Past: Material Con d i t i ons and Stru ct u re 6 9
The 1978 Household Stru ct u re 7 6
The Petro f a rm i ng Revolution and Market Demand, 1998 8 0
The 1998 Household Stru ct u re 8 5
S u m m a ry 9 4

Chapter III.  Prostitution, Sex and Marriage  1 0 5
I nt ro d u ct i on  1 0 5
P ro s t i t u t i on  1 0 8

vii

mendonsa ch00 fmt auto cx copy  11/13/01  1:06 PM  Page vii



Sex  1 1 0
M a rriage 1 1 9
D i s c u s s i on  1 2 2

Chapter IV. Changing Marriage Patterns 1 2 9
The Political Economy  of Marriage 1 2 9
M a rriage Defined 1 3 1
Bridewealth Payments 1 3 3
The Pre s t a t i ons and Tra n s act i ons of Marriage 1 3 7
R e t u rnability of the Bridewealth 1 4 0
L e g i t i m acy and Patrimony 1 4 1
A Case of a Bridewealth  Payment in Default 1 4 4
Con c l u s i ons 1 5 0

Chapter V.  Divination as Negotiation 1 5 5
The Divinatory Process  1 5 5
The Five Stages in Divination 1 5 7

1. Cont act 1 5 7
2. Opening of the Bag 1 5 8
3. Invocation of the Ancestors 1 5 8
4. Removal of the Code Objects 1 5 9
5. Int e rro g a t i on 1 6 0

P o s t d i v i n a t o ry Sac r i fice 1 6 1
A New Theoretical Frame  to Look at Divination 1 6 4
D i v i n a t i on as Negotiation 1 6 6
The Case of Marifa’s Divination 1 7 3
D i s c u s s i on of the Data 1 7 8
Con c l u s i ons 1 8 0

Chapter VI.  Political Strategies by Sisala Elders 1 8 5
A ct i on Behind the Aegis of Office: Int ro d u ct o ry Theory  1 8 5
The Strategies in Divination 1 9 8
Con c l u s i ons 2 1 4

Chapter VII.  Women’s Work in the Past 2 1 9
The Position of Women in the Geront o c racy 2 1 9
Wo m e n ’s Roles in the Past Economy 2 2 0
Why Didn’t Sisala Women Farm in the Past? 2 2 4
The Aw a reness of Women about Their Plight 2 2 6
B e h a v i o ral Latitude for Women 2 2 9
A Bitter Taste of Freedom Lost 2 3 0

viii · Contents

mendonsa ch00 fmt auto cx copy  11/13/01  1:06 PM  Page viii



Con c l u s i ons 2 3 3

Chapter VIII.  The Resurgence of Traction-Plowing: Implications
for Sustainable Development 2 3 7

I nt ro d u ct i on 2 3 7
The Agrarian System in 1971 2 3 8
The Agrarian System in 1998 2 4 0
P o p u l a t i on Pre s s u re and Land 2 4 3
Sustainability of the Int roduced Farm i ng Methods 2 4 5
The Sustainability of Bullock Tract i on Technology 2 5 0
I m p l i c a t i ons for Development Planners 2 5 3

Chapter IX.  Changing Sisala Women 2 6 3
I nt ro d u ct i on 2 6 3
G e n d e red Farm Statistics and Co m p a r i s ons 2 6 4
Wo m e n ’s Ent ry into Farm i ng 2 7 2
Con c l u s i ons and Development Recommendations 2 9 2

Chapter X.  Summary and Conclusions 2 9 5
P re l i m i n a ry Summary Remarks 2 9 5
A Reitera t i on of My View of Culture 2 9 8
The Wealth-in-People System 3 0 0
Ritual Cont rol of People and Wealth 3 0 4
The Survival of the Lineage  3 0 7
Why Continuity and Why Change? Some Theory.  3 1 5
The Exogenous/Endogenous Change Debate 3 3 1
The Legacy of Development Theory: The Evolution a ry Model 3 3 3
The Legacy of Development Theory: The Ecological Model 3 3 7
G l o b a l i z a t i on ’s Impact in Africa and Sisalaland 3 3 8
G l o b a l i z a t i on ’s Impact: Two Scenarios of the Future 3 4 2
Scenario I. The Rosy Future 3 4 3
Scenario II. The Dre a ry Future: 3 4 4
Sustainability: The Key to Any Future 3 4 6

Chapter XI.  A Postmodernist Postscript: Initial Naiveté and 
Present-Day Plans 3 5 1

First Fieldwork  3 5 1
P e r s onal Change and the Emergence of Salia Bujan 3 5 3
B ac k g round and Plans of Nenkentie and Salia 3 5 7

Contents ix

mendonsa ch00 fmt auto cx copy  11/13/01  1:06 PM  Page ix



mendonsa ch00 fmt auto cx copy  11/13/01  1:06 PM  Page x



Preface

This book, which began as a series of papers, is primarily for my stu-
d e nts, but also for scholars int e rested in ant h ropology and the re g i on of We s t
Africa. At the same time as being useful in teac h i ng, it is now available to
any scholar in the world, to any libra ry that wishes to put it on their shelves
for future genera t i ons of readers. None of this could happen if this book
had remained in my files, as the various chapters have been, as unpub-
lished papers and notes.

My previous book on the Sisala, The Politics of Divination, is now
b ack in print through the new technological miracle of e-publishing. It is
available though any bookstore in the world that is con n e cted to the In-
t e rnet, the source of this cybernetic re v o l u t i on. I hope that together with
this book, this will provide a body of data on the Sisala and West Africa
that will aid scholars of the re g i on in the future .

I pre s e nt these works in the spirit of an open forum, a discussion of
ideas. I have tried to adhere to the standards of fieldwork and scholarship
to which I have been exposed in ant h ro p o l o g y, and I stand behind my
“ f acts,” but also in this postmodernist age, I am fully cognizant of the fact
that my “facts” are int e r p re t a t i ons that are influenced by my person a l i t y,
life experiences and theoretical orient a t i on. We should be excited to ap-
p ro ach our data in this spirit of open-ended inquiry. 

I remember that kind of excitement in the air at Meyer Fortes’ Friday
seminars when I was a graduate student at Cambridge University in the
1970s. Scholars and re c e ntly re t u rned field workers would pre s e nt work-
i ng papers, ideas with which they were wre s t l i ng, unfinished theses. The
ideas and data were debated, sometimes hotly. Edmund Leach and Meyer
F o rtes would go round and round over the theoretical issues of the day. Jac k
Goody would talk about history and technology and things that he was writ-
i ng which were somewhat out of the ord i n a ry in the ra r i fied world of dis-
c u s s i ons about Levi-Strauss or Chomsky’s linguistics. It was exciting to
t h row around ideas and data on which not all the “I s” were dotted, and
the “T s” cro s s e d .

This book is pre s e nted in that spirit of excitement and exchange. I hope
that students and scholars alike have the opportunity to read, discuss and
debate this and other works on West Africa and come to their own con-

xi
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c l u s i ons. If they are diff e re nt from mine so be it. They should attack my ideas
and/or publish their own studies.

In my case, I feel that it is import a nt to publish this book because, like
Sir Edmund Leach on his re t u rn from Burma (it was ru m o red in the halls
of Cambridge) I have lost my field notes from the 1970-71, 1975 and 1977
trips. Only 1998 notes remain in my possession. Though I hope to do
much more ethnography in West Africa, I feel it is time to put these data
and ideas to paper.

I have also benefited from the writing of the few others who have writ-
ten on the Sisala, Edward Te ngan, who I believe is a mission a ry, and Bru c e
Grindal of Florida State University, and more re c e nt l y, con v e r s a t i ons with
B ruce Grindal, who was able to join me in the field in 1998 for a few
weeks. It was an int e re s t i ng experience for both of us to be in Sisalaland
t o g e t h e r, especially since he had done his fieldwork in the 1960s and I had
d one mine in the 1970s. Bring i ng our two perspectives together gave us
both new insights, and we hope to continue the collabora t i on in the fu-
t u re .

Most of what you read in this book stems from previously published and
unpublished papers and my memory. In that I have published in some hard
to get journals, those data and those contained in my unpublished works
a re now in front of you.

I would like to thank those who have read and critiqued parts of this
book when they existed as individual unpublished papers, John Haw k i n s ,
B ruce Grindal, David Crandall, Jerry Eades, John McCre e ry, Ray Math-
e n y, Natalie Swanepoel, Charles Piot and Tim Earle. All errors are mine.

I am also especially indebted to the financial bac k i ng provided by the
Kennedy Int e rn a t i onal Center under the guidance of Don Holsinger who
was a friend and supporter while I was privileged to head the African Stud-
ies Center there. Also, I want to publicly thank the members of the De-
p a rt m e nt of Ant h ropology at Brigham Yo u ng University who provided fi-
nancial and moral bac k i ng to me under the able leadership of John Haw k i n s
who went to bat for me many times.

Also, I would like to acknowledge the ethnographic help of several stu-
d e nts who went to the field with me in 1998 and who contributed photos
to this book: Ben Baker, Darron Wo o l e y, Amber Law, Melanie Whelan
and Mark and Becky Wi l s on .

A d d i t i on a l l y, thank you to Shannon Hedlund who did the graphics and
Connie Tu rn e r, the able and affable depart m e nt secre t a ry who helped with
much of the logistics of getting this manuscript re a d y. Also, thanks to the
chair of the Depart m e nt of Ant h ropology at the Denver campus of CU,
C raig Janes, for his moral support of this pro j e ct .

G retchen Jordan was a most valuable ally in doing the copy editing. I
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am deeply grateful to her for her attent i on to detail and her suggestion s
to change certain parts , which gave more clarity to this work. As a tra i n e d
a nt h ropologist and writer, she was able to help with grammatical chang e s ,
as well as make extremely helpful substantive re c o m m e n d a t i on s .

H o w e v e r, my most import a nt debt is to Nenkentie Badzong o l y, his wife
Jemila, Ceibu Fuojang, Robert Jua Forkorjang and all the other Sisala who
have helped me in the field. By their act i ons they have given me hope that
someday We s t e rn society may regain the civilization I experienced among
the Sisala of Nort h e rn Ghana.

Should you find any errors, or anything you would like to see chang e d ,
please feel free to cont act me:

D e p a rt m e nt of Ant h ro p o l o g y
University of Co l o rado 

CB 233
B o u l d e r, CO, USA 80309-0233

3 0 3 - 4 9 2 - 2 5 4 7
e m e n d on s @ c a r b on . c u d e n v e r. e d u

h t t p : / / w w w. c u d e n v e r. e d u / ~ e m e n d on s /

Read, enjoy, critique, and do better work. 
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