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ABSTRACT 
 

This paper explores the ritualized gift-giving that occurs at funerals in the Volta Basin. Other 

studies of hierarchical gift exchange in the region have failed to notice the salience of funeral 

gifting, which is actually the most prestigious form of reciprocity because it allies the living with 

the dead, who in turn aid the living and ensure the integrity of all other exchanges in the 

hierarchy. This paper examines this relationship by analyzing case studies of funerary practice 

from four different Voltaic societies, with a special focus on the Mossi empire of Burkina Faso. 

The thesis concludes by exploring how the findings reveal the relevance of religious studies to 

understanding the economic dimension of ritual behavior and the ritual ends of much economic 

exchange.
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The ‘Dead’ Horseman and his Daughter 

 In 1957, after days of gifting and sacrifice, the ghost of the Mossi emperor, manifested in 

the body of his daughter, circled the royal compound three times with his royal cavalry, 

mirroring the war tactics of his ancestors. After the circling, a woman in the crowd cried out in 

despair, “Where is our emperor?”  The “emperor,” leading the contingent, then charged off into 

the bush.  After twelve days of funerary rites, the Mossi declared their emperor dead. The 

passage of his ghost into the bush marked his transition into the land of the ancestors, who are at 

the pinnacle of the Mossi hierarchy, which could not have been possible without the thousands of 

prestations Mossi gave on behalf of the dead—converting their gifts into an ancestral 

relationship. This dramatic celebration of death, however, reflected ritual dynamics characteristic 

of more than the Mossi. 

The Argument 

 In the Volta Basin Gur-speakers give gifts to ancestors at funerals, signifying a 

culmination of a hierarchical process of giving, bypassing even the exchange of women for 

marriage as the most important sphere of exchange gift (Piot 1991, Bohannan 1955).123  I 

therefore argue funerals are the most highly ranked context of reciprocity because it allies the 

living with the dead and creates ancestors who, in return, aid the living and ensure the integrity 

of all other exchanges in Voltaic society.  At funerals, people give all manner of items to the 

dead, marking a conversion of these goods into otherworldy gifts for the ancestors (cf. Bohannan 

                                                 

1 A watershed stretching across Burkina Faso, Northern Ghana, Northeastern Cote d’Ivoire, and Northern Togo.  
2 The most ubiquitous linguistic community of the area. 
3 See figure 1 for a map of the area. 
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1955). 

The Model: Taking Relationships to the Next Level 

 For Bohannan (1955), hierarchical gift exchange among the Tiv in Nigeria, follows a 

specific pattern which he described as a system of spheres of exchange, consisting of three strata 

in which different goods circulated.  In the lowest tier, people exchanged subsistence items like 

vegetables, agricultural tools and pots; in the second tier, prestige items like cloth, brass, 

precious metals, and enslaved persons; and, in the highest tier, women exchanged between 

families for marriage (Bohannan 1955). Exchange within a sphere is called conveyance, and 

exchange between spheres is called conversion. Conversion of items is always an unequal 

exchange because people offer an object of lower value for a higher value object, morally 

binding the giver and receiver.  

 Naturally such gifts created reciprocal relationships between people party to the 

exchange. For example, the Tiv took brass rods and metal bars from their second sphere of 

exchange and converted them into a marriage by paying the bridewealth (Bohannan 1955: 57-

58).  Likewise, in Northern Togo, two men become friends in the context of becoming, formal 

gift-giving partners, by exchanging goods such as food, beer, and tools. Each time one man gives 

to the other, the other feels compelled to reciprocate with something of greater value. Eventually, 

one will offer a prestige item to the other moving their gift-giving partnership to the next tier, 

morally charging their relationship because they are no longer merely conveying goods to each 

other in the same sphere of value but converting them from one tier to the next (Bohannan 1955: 

57-60, Piot 1991: 406). The gift of one prestige item compels the receiver to return another. 

Eventually the two men will agree to exchange women between their families, immortalizing 

their bond and its memory in their lineages, becoming known as the men who brought two 
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families together, constituting the highest sphere of exchange for Bohannan (1955). 

 But for Gur-speakers in the Volta Basin, the hierarchical process of exchange does not 

stop there. Instead it continues between the living and their ancestors in the ultimate tier of 

reciprocity Thanks to Piot (1991), we know that many Voltaic societies practice reciprocity in 

hierarchical spheres of exchange. Unfortunately, he provides little detail. One goal of this thesis 

is to verify his claim, in part, by showing how funerals, and not marriages, constitute the 

pinnacle of exchange, not only among Mossi but among Gur-speakers in the Volta basin more 

widely as well. In funerals, we can see their salience to this day. 

 Bohannan believed, against much criticism (Sillitoe 2006; Parry and Bloch 1989; Piot 

1991; 1999; Guyer 1995), that the introduction of colonial currency into the Tiv economy would 

cause their spheres of exchange to collapse. I argue, to the contrary, that the infiltration of a 

capitalist economy under colonization and since independence has fueled gift-giving 

relationships both in markets and at funerals, As Piot (1991, 1999) has shown for the Kabre.4  

 The infiltration of a capitalist economy has only meant that West Africans now offer 

currency at funerals, converting capital into more stable gift relationships, allowing participants 

to channel money— often viewed as impure, polluted, and occult—into the pure realm of 

supernatural forces (cf. Shipton 1989, Okaba 1997, Boutellier 1993, Frank 1995)  

 Anthropologists have studied the dangerous and polluting quality of money across the 

globe. Taussig’s (1980) classic work on South American miners and their reaction to the 

institution of wage labor and capitalist markets shows the that the miners “understand the world 

of market relations as intimately associated with the spirit of evil,” viewing “this new mode of 

                                                 

4 See chapter three. Kabre in the diaspora entrenched in capitalist markets still remain very much engaged in 

reciprocal relationships and rituals. 
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production as productive of barrenness and death” (Taussig 1980: 18). Werthmann (2003) notes 

a similar phenomenon among gold miners in Southern Burkina Faso. Gold and money and the 

rapid accumulation of wealth that comes with it must be gifted through appropriate social 

channels—at funerals for instance—to purify it. Due to Burkinabe often perceiving the rapid 

accumulation of wealth as the result of magic or evil forces, they readily conflate capital 

accumulation with anti-social activities. Therefore, if someone has contributed wealth to more 

social activities, like funerals, then others will henceforth view that wealth and its contributor as 

a moral agent, and the person’s prestige will rise as a result. 

 Why do Gur-speakers make funerals the pinnacle of their exchange? It allows them to 

channel a surplus into social relations with ancestors whose beneficence ensures the continuation 

and productivity of all social relations. Gifts at funerals that enable reciprocity in every domain 

of life. Thus, Gur-speakers invest at funerals in infrastructures that sustain social life. In other 

words, giving to ancestors builds the most valuable relationship in the Volta Basin because 

ancestors protect the society’s hierarchy and relations therein. 

 Back in 1957, for example, Mossi mourners responded en masse to the emperor’s death 

by converging on the capital Ouagadougou with thousands of gifts to convert into relations with 

ancestors. The urgent need to accord such importance to a dead man’s transformation to 

ancestorhood required the influx of wealth into the capital.  In exchange, the emperor as an 

ancestor would henceforth watch over the empire and bless the ascendance of his son in his 

place. 

 Hertz’s (1960) classic work on the anthropology of death anyone’s death rips a tear in the 

social fabric. Funerals repair the tear through reciprocal gifting, moving the ancestor across 

between the living and the dead to become an ancestor. Failure to assure the transition results in 
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the dangerous wanderings of the forgotten spirit who may provoke anything from mischief to 

sickness and the ancestors themselves who likewise meet out illness and death in ways that 

would compromise the diverse forms of reciprocity that assure the ongoing circulation of a 

various social resources, including persons, animals, and other material wealth, and opportunities 

of ongoing social relationships. Such offerings are therefore the best kind of investments made 

against the most indubitable return: the promise of ancestral protection. 

  My argument runs therefore counter to the assumption that the amount of effort and 

expenditure that Gur-speakers put into their funerals is financially irresponsible (De Witte 2001). 

Many Gur-speakers take wealth accumulated through their participation in a capitalist economy 

and invest it into ancestral relationships, this is a sensible and practical choice given—more 

reliable than any bank account or insurance plan if the amount of resources diverted to funerary 

offerings is any indication. 

 The location of the Volta Basin heavily dictates the flow of people, resources, and capital 

invested in funerals. The dryness of the Basin’s northern sector makes cultivation of crops 

difficult, yet people densely populate the region. These factors, being far removed from the 

enterprising West African coast, leads many Voltaic peoples to become economic migrants, 

supporting their families with remittances. As a result, Gur-speakers, and their resources, 

constantly oscillate between the lands of their birth and lands of economic opportunity.5  

 In the remainder of this thesis, I do the following: In chapter two, I consider various 

theorists’ arguments about the nature of funeral rites and show how my approach captures the 

economic dimensions of funerary rituals, whereby the redistribution of material goods leads to 

the reaffirmation or triage of social relations at funerals. I use Bohannan’s (1955) spheres of 

                                                 

5 cf. Englebert (1996) 
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exchange model to illuminate the ways by which ritual reciprocity reaffirms and regenerates 

social hierarchy.  

 Chapter three offers an overview of funeral rites in three different Gur-speaking 

populations in the Volta Basin: Senufo, LoDagaa, and Kabre. Each case shows how funeral gifts 

mark the highest tier of exchange in societies enabling all other social transactions in subordinate 

spheres.6  

 In chapter four, I analyze Mossi funerary rites and history of the Ouagadougou kingdom.  

I will demonstrate how death, for the Mossi, disrupts society, necessitating a reversal its 

gerontocratic male-dominated hierarchy to refound the social order while performing a funeral to 

return it to its normal patterns.  Mossi accomplish this through an upward-directed redistribution 

of resources at funerals, the apex of their exchange activity. 

  I conclude in chapter five by showing how the economic dimensions of Voltaic funerals 

challenges the idea of religion as a sui generes category. Ritual practice in the Volta Basin 

encompasses and blurs the analytical categories of religion, economics, and politics, Offering 

new insight into the practicality and materiality of so-called “symbolic” performance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

6 see Table 1. 
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Table 1: Gur Spheres of Exchange7 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

7 Conveyance occurs within each distinct sphere 
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Figure 1: Northern-Central Gur-Speaker Distribution 

Image made available under the  “Creative Commons CC0 1.0 Universal Public Domain Dedication.” 

Mossi 

Kabre 

LoDagaa 

Senufo 
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CHAPTER TWO 

DEATH AND RECIPROCITY IN WEST AFRICA: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Outline 

 One of the guiding questions behind this study asks why people in the Volta Basin invest 

what critics consider to be inordinate amounts of money in performing funerals. The 

ethnographic and theoretical literature on funerals and their economic aspects provide clues, but 

no explicit theories, as to why. In this chapter, I review scholarship about death, funerary rites, 

and exchange to analyze funerals in the Volta Basin as a means for sustaining social hierarchy.  I 

argue that for peoples in the Volta Basin, ritual exchanges between the living and ancestors at 

funerals is the highest kind reciprocity, often requiring great expense. Such gifts that must span 

the distance between the living and the dead, who in return, aid the living and assure the 

continuation of reciprocal flows in every vital domain of social life. 

Death, by Academics  

 Scholarship on death and funerary rites has come in three waves. The first wave’s 

primary concerns were both in the emotions death evokes and the ways in which funerals reveal 

religion as a response to these emotions. In contrast, scholars in the second wave, heavily 

influenced by Durkheim (1915), argued that funerals reestablish social order after the 

disorienting loss of a person, although these scholars disagreed on how people re-establish order 

in the face of death. Finally, the third wave of scholarship includes work done in the field of 

death and funerary rites since 1980. Scholars in this wave, based on in-depth ethnographies of 

their predecessors, the theoretical models of evolutionary anthropologists, and developments in 

Marxist anthropology authored out a variety of works that remain some of the most influential in 

the field.  I draw on all three waves to explore the dynamics of funerals in the Volta Basin. 
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First Wave: Emotion and Primitive Humanity 

Early scholars, such as Tylor (1871), and Frazer (1913-1924 and 1933-1936) viewed 

death, and the feelings of loss it gives the living, as the inspiration behind the religion of earliest 

humans. However, different societies from around the world have varying ideas of death. For 

example, many Native Americans and people from the Indian subcontinent saw death not as an 

extinction but as the continuation of a cycle of death and rebirth. Notions of future lives eased 

the anxiety over death by providing something beyond the earthly life. Other populations, like 

the Trukese of Micronesia, affirmed that death began at the age of forty because at that age 

people begin to lose the youthful vigor needed to fish and pursue in other subsistence strategies 

(Krippner 1989:5). Other populations denied the immediacy or inevitability of death, as when 

many Americans —partly due to a capitalist market surrounding health and beauty—purchase 

expensive plastic surgeries, hair replacements, or wrinkle treatments to fight signs of aging 

(Krippner 1989: 5-6).  

In each case, people have responded to death through fear and anxiety Consequently, as I 

show below, much of the early academic literature on death and mortuary practices pointed to 

the fear of death by the living as the key motivator behind mortuary rites. 

 Frazer (1913-1924 and 1933-1936) wrote that the deceased as ancestors were likely to be 

hostile to the living.  He (1936) therefore concluded that fear of the dead shapes our religious 

institutions and that this fear is not only a fear of ancestral malfeasance but of the corpse itself 

(Goody 1962: 21). Malinowski (1954) reached a similar conclusion but believed that the 

emotions surrounding death and mortuary practices were more complex:  in “the fear of the 

corpse he [humankind] sees a fear of annihilation, against which man [sic] has erected funeral 

customs and the belief in life after death” (Malinowski 1954: 37-53 in Goody 1962: 22). 
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Malinowski (1954) observed that various rites crystallized around important life events, like 

death (Malinowski 1954: 20).  In fact, he saw that death as the primary motivation for the 

development of  human ritual activity (Malinowski 1954: 29).8  He surmised that mortuary 

proceedings were so complex among otherwise “primitive” peoples because the deceased’s kin 

faced an emotional dilemma fueled by contradictory desires: kin wanted both to preserve the 

body out of loved for the deceased, and to annihilate it  out of fear (Malinowski 1954: 31). A 

striking example of such contradictions for Malinowski was the practice of “sacro-cannibalism” 

(32). He claimed to have witnessed in New Guinea the kin of the deceased eating the flesh of the 

dead out of love, devotion and reverence while at the same time feeling extreme dread and 

repugnance (32). Malinowski thus described religion and such funeral rites as a “victory of 

tradition and culture over their mere negative response of thwarted instinct” (35). 

 Other scholars, however, have since challenged the assertion that fear of the dead give 

rise to mortuary practices (Goody 1962: 22). Radcliffe-Brown (1922) reached an impasse when 

he realizes that Andaman Islanders treat the dead differently based upon their social status. Such 

is the case in many mortuary systems. In many parts of Africa, for example, when a child dies, 

its kin bury it discreetly, reflecting the absence of any social status for the child and, 

consequently, the lesser social cost of the death (Gottlieb 1998, Dettwyler 2013, Boddy 1988, 

Masquelier 1995). However, when a village elder passes, a much grander burial and funeral 

follow because an adult’s death leaves a larger rift in the fabric of the community. 

 Freud (1952) similarly believed that bereaved families feel guilt after death, reflecting a 

“hostile element inevitably present in all close relationships (Goody 1962: 22). In other words, 

                                                 

8 It is important to note the intellectual climate of surrounded Malinowski’s (1954) work. His heyday came when 

anthropology was still a young discipline, heavily influenced by theories of cultural evolution. His reference to early 

religion reflects the notion that culture developed along an evolutionary continuum, and that some groups of people, 

such as those in Papua New Guinea, survived as living fossils, from an earlier time and religion 
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lying behind “the tender love of the deceased is a concealed hostility in the unconscious” (Freud 

1952: 60). From this guilt, Freud (1989) declared the origin of totemic religion which, he 

claimed, emerged after a band of sons killed their father who had reserved sexual access to all of 

the women of their horde for himself (505-508). Later, the brothers’ rage attenuated, and they 

felt guilty about their crime, replacing their father with a totemic figure they could love and 

honor in his place. Therefore, Freud concluded, funerals reflected an inner insecurity, due not 

just to the “the horror inspired by the corpse” through its pungent smells, decay, and 

decomposition (Hertz 1960: 77), but also because of anxiety about the afterlife, social status, and 

past relations with the dead. But such explanations fail to consider the power dynamics at play 

that compel people to perform elaborate funerals. In the Volta Basin, while elaborate displays of 

grief, wailing, and emotion accompanying funerals, fear of spiritual and ancestral aggression is a 

primary motivation for funerary practice. For Gur-speakers, a dead person becomes a dangerous 

ghost who can haunt the living until they perform the proper funerary rites which assure that the 

ghost reaches ancestorhood requires by a vast array of resources, such as   animals for sacrifice, 

barrels of beer, special masks and costumes, and money. Even beyond the funeral, Gur-speakers 

propitiate ancestors to keep them pleased.  

Second Wave: Durkheim’s Legacy 

Hertz (1960) authored One of the most significant studies of mortuary practice and death. 

He was a student of Emile Durkheim, the founder of French sociology, much of whose work 

focused on the communal and collective experience of social phenomena, including religion, 

which he claimed made society possible (cf. Durkheim 1915). Durkheim’ (1951) directly 

influenced Hertz’s (1960) work on death, arguing that while suicide, for example, may appear as 

an individual and selfish act, it “also has a social and non-individual aspect; as is shown by the 
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fact that different types of society produce different rates of suicide” Bloch and Parry 1982: 3).  

Differing rates of suicide show that death can be studied as a sociological fact, and not just as a 

personal choice by the self-killer (3).  

Similarly, Hertz (1960) argued that when death strikes, it weakens the community, not 

just individual persons, leaving a gap that must be filled: “Death does not confine itself to ending 

the visible bodily life of an individual; it also destroys the social being grafted upon the physical 

individual and to whom the collected consciousness attributed great dignity and importance” 

whose “destruction is tantamount to a sacrilege” (Hertz 1960: 66). Death, therefore, is a social 

and biological process because death rends the social, as well as, the biological person. 

The more important the deceased was in life, the larger the tear in the social fabric. “Thus 

death has a specific meaning for the social consciousness; it is the object of a collective 

representation” (Hertz 1960: 28), particularly with regard to the social causes by which people so 

often explain death:  witchcraft, sorcery, the displeasure of ancestors, evil eye, stress, medical 

malpractice, etc. Evans-Pritchard (1976) showed that the Azande believed that any mishap or 

death occurred due to witchcraft. Witches, for the Azande, were accordingly anti-social people 

who knowingly or unknowingly bewitched others (Evans-Pritchard 1976: 18-19). Given the 

social causes of death, community members often use extreme caution in proceeding with burials 

and funerals, for the causes of death may still be near. Death and its causes, therefore, are an 

imminently social both in Africa, and elsewhere. 

 Hertz’s (1960) study of Malayo-Polynesian peoples described a similar situation. He 

noticed that when death struck, the community performed a second burial. After comparing such 

practices with similar ones from elsewhere in the world, he claimed that they all performed the 

same sociological function (Hertz 1960: 13), to restore equilibrium back to the community.  On 
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these occasions, the community negotiated relationships between the corpse, the soul or spirit of 

the dead person, and the mourners (Hertz 1960: 15). The second burial, in contrast to the first, 

which focused on the individual, addressed the “death” of the community. In many parts of the 

world, as in parts of Indonesia and Africa, death is not an instantaneous act. It strikes twice.  

Such logic opposes Western biomedical notions of death. Whereas a community cannot control a 

person’s individual mortality (barring cases of murder, human sacrifice, etc.) it can control the 

person’s social death. Lugbara of Uganda provide a classic example of mastery of the social 

death (Middleton 1982). Once a Lugbara utters his final words, his heir exits the hut and 

announces his death with a special song honoring the deceased’s lineage called a cere 

(Middleton 142-143). The heir broadcasts the death, paying no heed that the “deceased” may 

linger until physical death, which, in the Lugbara conception occurs blood stops flowing in the 

body (141).  

 In response, according to Hertz (1960) and Tylor (1871), human beings have added extra 

meanings to existence, like the notion of the soul or double and a world beyond the present 

(Hertz 1960: 34, Tylor 1871). In death, taphonomic processes submit the body to decay. Ritual 

submits the body to a social counterpart, in which the soul or spirit undergoes a transition. 

Although such rites vary greatly, they share some general patterns.  

 First, communities perform a provisional burial, which involves the concealment, 

separation, setting aside, burying, or enclosing of the corpse as a response to bodily decay (Hertz 

1960: 26). Mourners also undergo a separation, literally or figuratively, Mourners may go to a 

secluded place, wear different clothes, violate social taboos, or take other measures to distinguish 

their roles as mourners from their usual ones. Others may, in turn, care for mourners, just as the 

mourners help the dead at funerals. Varying intensities of mourning and the provisional burial 
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often last until the body’s second and final burial (1960: 79.    

 For Hertz, the second burial is the dead person’s entrance into the “land of the dead” 

(1960: 58). Controlling this entry gives society a sense of power over death. More importantly, 

according to Hertz, resurrection follows the final burial (1960:67), when the deceased enters the 

land of the dead, assuming a new status thanks to the second burial itself. The mourners likewise 

resurrect from their separation and begin once again two follow social norms. Eventually, the 

pain of loss attenuates, and society returns to its previous state. I disagree; it’s arrived at a new 

state without the dead person among the living but now among the dead. Funerals are not about a 

return to a previous state but, like any rite of passage, a shift to a new one. 

Thus, the second wave of death scholarship (Hertz 1960; Malinowski 1954; Radcliffe-

Brown, 1922 Durkheim 1915) viewed society as being “shaken by death,” believing that society 

“progressively rebuilds its unity and strength through mortuary rites that reinforce the group’s 

integration and cohesion” (Jindra and Noret 2011: 3). That said, society does not always function 

at a harmonious whole.  

The Third Wave 

Since the 1960’s anthropologists have increasingly researched issues of “domination, 

conflict, change”, colonialism, imperialism, and power (5), especially under the influence of 

Marxist anthropologists, providing an increased awareness in the power dynamics that determine 

social realities. As Piot writes, “Marxists beginning in the 1960’s, proffered a different view of 

African sociality. Meillassoux (1981) initially suggested that power relations, rather than 

concerns with social solidarity, were at the heart of African social practice” (Piot 1999: 11). 

Today, a similar focus characterizes work on funerary practice. For example, de Witte’s (2001) 

work on the Asante of Ghana chronicles how kin of the deceased have used funerals as arenas in 
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which to play games of power and conflict (de Witte 2001: 13). In particular, the matrilineal kin 

group or abusua is responsible for conducting their group’s funerals. However, the strength of 

matrilineal kin ties has been fading in Ghana with the rise of the importance of the nuclear kin, 

so funerals became a venue for contesting kinship. 

 One of the most synthetic anthropological works on death is Metcalf and Huntington’s 

(1991) work, Celebrations of Death, which challenges the universality of death symbolism. For 

example, the authors explore Radcliffe-Brown’s (1922) treatment of death related weeping by 

the Andaman Islanders, Durkheim’s (1915) work on Aboriginal Australians, and Wilson’s 

(1939) essay on Nyakusa funerals. All three studies maintain that universal patterns arise in the 

communal funerary practices they examine. staying true to the creed of the second wave of death 

scholarship. Durkheim’s (1915) argued that society exists and perpetuates itself.  Metcalf and 

Huntington (1991) disagree, by showing three very different types of emotive expression at 

Andaman, Aboriginal, and Nyakusa funerals. “Although we clearly recognize emotions that are 

familiar to us,” wrote Huntington and Metcalf, “the range of acceptable emotions and the precise 

constellation of sentiments appropriate to the situation of death are tied up with unique 

institutions and concepts of each society” and, thus, “uniformity of human emotions does not 

explain the rituals of societies” (Metcalf & Huntington 1991: 60-61).  Indeed, “rituals of death 

begin to make sense in a way that they cannot if we pursue elusive cultural universals.” We 

must, then according to Huntington and Metcalf, therefore place funerals in the “context of a 

particular ideological, social, and economic system” (75).  

Metcalf and Huntington (1991) similarly critique Bloch and Parry (1982) who argue that 

funerals usually teem with fertility symbolism to revitalize a “resource” lost at each person’s 

death, “which is culturally conceived to be the most essential to the social order” which is 
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usually agricultural reproduction. (Bloch & Parry 1982: 7).  In doing so they (1982) challenge 

earlier assumptions that funerals recreate in a “harmonious conception of society that downplays 

the questions of domination, conflict, and change” (Jindra & Noret 2011: 4). Bloch and Parry 

focus on the regeneration of and competition over resources at funerals, revealing that there is 

competition over resources that are most important to the social order.  As Marxists, they expect 

that competing status groups in society will always struggle over such resources at funerals, 

seeking to extend the reach of their power in this life and beyond (Bloch & Parry 1982: 15, 35). 

Parry thus compares the mortuary rites of householders in Banaras India with those of Aghori 

ascetics, who live on the cremation grounds (Parry in Bloch and Parry 1982: 74-100). A desire 

for reincarnation preoccupies householders. They seek to achieve it by assuring that mourners 

completely cremate their bodies after they die.  However, a yearning to end the cycle of death 

and rebirth altogether (moksha) preoccupies Aghoris, who wander cremation grounds, “living off 

the carrion [human flesh] of the cremation ground” (Parry in Bloch & Parry 1982: 89). Aghoris, 

doing the inverse of householders by not eliminating the body through cremation and instead 

eating it, seek to “suspend time, to get off the roundabout and to enter an eternal state of samadhi 

[one-pointed mastery of the mind] in which death has no menace” (100). Both groups have a 

“resource which is culturally conceived to be the most essential to the social order”; 

householders want another life, and Aghoris want to snuff-out their existence (Bloch & Parry 

1982: 7). The yearning for these results fuels their competing goals and  their practices that shape 

funerary practices in Banaras.9 

                                                 

9 Parry (1994) has greatly influenced the field through examining how power, hierarchy, and economics are at play 

in funerals. How describes how people from across India flock to Banaras at the end of their lives because of the 

city’s sacred location. According to many Hindus, death in Banaras immediately liberates one from the karmic 

cycle. However, Parry noticed that the elites of the city, the Brahmins or priests, have exploited this assumption. 

They offer the prized proper funeral rites and cremation at a steep price. this presents an exploitable opportunity for 

the elites of the city, the traditional status group of Brahmins or priests. Here the sacred and profane coalesce around 
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 In contrast, I maintain that funerals in the Volta Basin redistribute of various key 

resources, converting them into other types of wealth.  Meanwhile, the same funerals serve to 

dispel the dangerous and malevolent spirits of not-yet-ancestors from among the living. The 

living, therefore, struggle not internally for resources (Bloch and Parry 1982), but rather we 

should look at the context of life in the Volta Basin, which is heavily dictated by hierarchy 

(Metcalf and Huntington 1991). In sum, and in line with Marxist anthropologists like 

Meillassoux (1981), I consider funerals as events that generate the hierarchical relations that 

define the political and economic dynamics of everyday social life.   

Gifts, Reciprocity, Morality, and Social Order 

 Reciprocity is central to life in the Volta Basin. Many Voltaic societies practice systems 

of hierarchical exchange best understood by Bohannan’s (1955) spheres of exchange model. 

Through reciprocity, Mossi maintain and extend the social relations crucial to sustaining their 

lineages and empire. While gifts build relationships between people, such gifts need not be 

equal, since gifting is a morally charged activity, mirroring greater or lesser amounts of debt. 

What is a Gift?  

 Mauss (1990) wrote that there is no such thing as a free gift. because it serves no purpose, 

contributing nothing to society (Mauss 1990: x). When one gives a gift, the giver expects a gift 

in return at a later date. Therefore, a gift binds two parties over time through the moral 

expectation inherent in the transaction. 

 In a gift economy, there are three obligations, “to give, to receive, [and] to make a return” 

(Mauss 2016: 121). Mauss provides a perfect example of these dynamics through discussion of 

the Pacific Northwest potlatch (121). At a potlatch, a family prepares a huge feast having 

                                                 

the exchange of wealth. 
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gathered an array of items for exchange at the event, like copper, brass, furs, and cloth, which, in 

the Pacific Northwest indicate wealth and power. At the event guests feast, accept gifts, and 

watch the family dispose of as much of the wealth they had gathered for the occasion as possible. 

Ideally, the recipients will be unable to reciprocate with a grander potlatch, thereby cementing 

the prestige and honor of the original givers by holding as many families as possible in debt to 

them (Mauss 2016: 121-130).  Reciprocity can thereby sustain or reconfigure the social order. 

 In contrast to gifts that Gifts cannot exist beyond of the relationships that bind them, 

commodities can, because they are “objects outside of us, [things] that by [their] properties 

satisfy human wants of some sort or another,” giving a commodity its “use value” (Marx 1999: 

27).  However, when people exchange commodities in accord with their monetary value, then the 

human effort, put into making the object vanishes and the monetary value or price of the object 

appears as its intrinsic worth (Parry and Bloch 1989: 6-7). Thus, “relations between people 

masquerade as relations between things” (7), and the exchanges of commodities has no moral 

component, but gifts do, because gifts are inalienable from human relationships. 

 Funeral gifts are therefore inalienable from the givers who amplify social relations among 

the living and the dead in the Volta Basin through reciprocity, exchange, therefore, occurs not 

just among the living, but also between the living and the dead. The living offer gifts to the 

ancestors expecting something in return---often in the form of protection, sustenance, and 

livelihood, or perhaps just for having pleased the ancestors so they will avoid causing trouble for 

the living. Since ancestors stand at the summit of the social hierarchy, gifts to the ancestors are 

the most worthwhile and practical to give. Yet, the ancestral sphere of exchange has never found 

its way into theories of reciprocity in West Africa. In the following chapter, I will show how 

exchange with ancestors is at the core of Voltaic life. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

VOLTAIC PEOPLES, THEIR FUNERALS, AND EXCHANGE 

 

Exchange: Theme and Variation 

 

 In this I review the funerals and exchange patterns of three Gur-speaking populations of 

the Volta Basin: Senufo, Kabre, and LoDagaa. I do so to support my larger argument that the 

spheres of exchange with funerals that define economic activity for these populations encompass 

funerals as their highest sphere in a pan-Gur phenomenon. Whereas Piot (1999) asserts that spheres 

of exchange exist in many Voltaic societies, he provides tantalizingly little evidence. This chapter 

therefore serves as a relief against which I will offer my later analysis of Mossi funerals in chapter 

four. 

Senufo 
 

 Senufo live at the juncture of Mali, Burkina Faso, and Côte d’Ivoire. One of their alleged 

by most salient characteristics is their participation in the power associations of Sandogo and 

Poro.10  Their women’s society, Sandogo uses divination to control the purity of the matriline, 

manage relationships with bush spirits, and consult oracles mediating between the invisible and 

visible worlds (Glaze 1981 45, 60-69). Poro is the men’s society which ushers boys into 

adulthood through initiation ceremonies and into the afterlife through funerals. One might say 

that Poro is “a funerary society… concerned with both honoring the dead, the men and women 

elders who have contributed to the life of the community, and ensuring through ritual a 

continuity between the living and the ancestral dead” (Glaze 1981: 89). The Senufo accord so 

much importance to Poro because it both appeases the dead, stemming off punishment, and 

                                                 

10 Gagliardi (2010) complicates this notion through documenting Senufo who participate in Komo, a Mande secret 

society (or as she calls it a, power association), instead of Poro. 
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assures the newly dead become ancestors. 

 Senufo channel vast resources into Poro as a funerary society. One of Poro’s key 

preoccupations is the guarding and custodianship of the power objects key to Senufo funerals. 

Most of these objects are masks and costumes. To manufacture them, Senufo rely on a system of 

artisanal status groups who specialize in particular trades such as weaving, carving, and 

metalworking (Glaze 1981: 4-6).11 These Africans produce everyday objects for sale in markets 

to earn money, through conveyance, to purchase other everyday objects. The same Africans also 

convert their skills into more prestigious goods used at funerals indicating stratified spheres of 

exchange. Elaborate and powerful costumes, combined with masquerades, songs and dirges, 

mimicry, dance, ritual sacrifice, and exchange also feature Senufo funerals (Frank and Coulibaly 

2015: 41).  

 Launay (1978) confirms that Senufo organize their economic lives into exchange spheres 

as a result of their trading with a class of West African merchants called Dyula, who once 

depended upon the Senufo for food.12 In return, the Dyula historically traded cloth, horses, 

firearms, and luxury goods, which all occupy the sphere of prestige items (1978: 568-569). 

Dyula also introduced cowrie shells as a way of converting wealth into higher spheres, like for 

prestige items and funerals (569). The item that Senufo most bought from the Dyula was cloth, 

which largely featured in funeral rites:  

Cloths were uniquely a prestige item; the Senufo themselves went naked until quite 

recently [he wrote this in the 1970s], when public nakedness was made a crime in the 

Ivory Coast. But cloths were an essential feature of mortuary ritual. At the funeral, 

blankets were torn into strips and buried with the corpse. The number of cloths buried 

varied with the rank of the deceased or with the deceased’s kin. (Launay 1978: 569) 

Cloth stood at the center of a public spectacle called the Cloth Counting that occurred at the 

                                                 

11  Senufo view their “artisan groups as part of a divinely ordained social order” (Glaze 1981: 5). 
12 Agricultural goods and consumables make up the lowest sphere. 
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climax of Senufo funerals, after days of Poro masquerading, dance, and song (Glaze 1981: 184).  

At the occasion, a master of ceremonies called a famiteö presided, who was “chosen by the 

funeral chief and other village elders for his intelligence, his ability to speak fluently with wit 

and humor, and his good carrying voice” (Glaze 1981 184).  Families gave cloth to the family of 

the deceased, and the master of ceremonies called out the name of each giver loudly, then 

humorously examined and commented on each cloth. The emcee praised large cloths, and the 

crowd laughed at smaller ones (Glaze 1981: 184). 

 The exchange of cloths served several purposes. At a time where death upset social 

expectations, the Cloth Counting allowed families to re-negotiate and reaffirm their relationships 

with each other, enabling them to contract marriages:  

One particular family wishe[d] to negotiate a marriage agreement between their daughter 

and one of the sons in the dead one’s family so they offer[ed] cloths for the burial. The 

cloths [were] accepted; this act obligate[d] Siellepondo’s family and conclude[d] the 

agreement for marriage between the two families. Had they not been in agreement, the 

elders would have refused the cloths. (Glaze 1981: 186) 

 

 Through the offering of cloths, a prospective suitor could display his wealth to a daughter 

in the family of the deceased. So, the cloth exchange allowed families to assert their prestige and 

wealth before the whole community (Launay 1978: 569). In other words, a family converted an 

item from the prestige sphere, cloth, into a higher sphere, through contracting a marriage 

between families at the funeral. However, this gift of cloth just begins a prolonged process of 

conversion to marry. Agricultural labor for others outside of one’s matriline (brideservice) 

comprises the main exchange from the prestige sphere. Senufo men, in lieu of paying a bride 

wealth, perform brideservice in their father-in-law’s fields, which provides his father-in-law with 

agricultural goods from the lowest sphere of exchange, which the father can then either convey 

for other agricultural goods or convert into cloth or cowries. (Launay 1983: 73; Launay 1976: 
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568). Only rarely did Senufo men obtain wives through brideweatlh instead of brideservice. Only 

when Senufo men wanted to marry a slave, they would purchase her with cowries from their 

neighbors, the Dyula, marking a conversion of cowries for a marriage contract (Launay 1976: 

568; Launay 1983: 72-73).  

 The most beautiful cloths given at the funeral, served to wrap the body for burial. 

Sometimes Senufo sewed together as many as thirty-five cloths to wrap the corpse to the point of 

giving it a mummy-like appearance, ushering it into ancestorhood. The Poro society then placed 

the corpse in a public clearing before they danced around it, singing songs, reciting a sacred 

liturgy known to Poro initiates, and drumming (Glaze 1981: 186-192). 

 Launay (1978: 569) concludes that the distribution of cloth at funerals enabled families to 

show off their wealth and legitimize their own status of the living, but doing so also legitimized 

the status of the dead.  The number of cloths given and used to wrap the body or place in the 

grave was proportionate to the dead person’s status. Gifts of cloth thus amounted to a conversion 

of cloth-based wealth into a funeral “that transform[ed] the dead into a state of being... beneficial 

to the living community, thereby ensuring a sense of continuity between the living and the dead” 

who mediated “between the human and the supernatural” (Glaze 1981: 149).  

 Glaze observed, in addition, a collective funeral rite called the Kuumo, or “huge festival 

for the dead,” or as some call it, the “great funeral” (Glaze 1981: 156).13 Senufo planned the 

Kuumo for up to a year in advance since it required the participation of many surrounding 

villages. While a normal funeral for the Senufo involved between three to ten villages, the 

Kuumo had many more participants (156).14  

                                                 

13 Kuu is a common root in the Gur language family often associated with death (De Gorce 2015).  
14 Compare the Kuumo with my later treatment of the Mossi Tense, or annual funerary feast which honor their 

ancestress, Poughtoenga, in chapter four 
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One of its main purposes was to redistribute resources to mark and allow widows of 

deceased to remarry (Glaze 1981: 156). The Kuumo never replaced a standard funeral, but it 

provided the “last opportunity to meet social obligations [such] as the presentation of gifts of 

cloth and money from those who were unable to give at the time of the funeral, thereby averting 

a potential breach in group relationships” (1981: 156). Participants from many villages presented 

bolts of cloth, money, food, dried fish, rice, spices, and more at the Kuumo for the ancestors, 

marking a conversion from the two lowest levels of hierarchical exchange into the funerary 

sphere. (156-157).  

 Funerals thus lay at the center of Senufo life. Their secret societies dealt almost 

exclusively with the dead, either through divination or the use of power objects at funerals. The 

Kuumo required mass cooperation and a use of resources requiring at least a year of planning. 

Participants propitiated ancestors with items from lower spheres of exchange, like consumables, 

or prestigious cloths,15 The Kuumo also demarcated a point at which women could remarry as 

they came out of mourning, which they could not do until the Kuumo was complete, marking 

how encompassing funerary sphere dictates the flow of women in the marriage spheres.  Funeral 

gifts showed how important gift-giving was to not only for establishing relationships with the 

living but also with ancestors. Relationships with ancestors required gifts because the very nature 

of a gift is that it is relational and inalienable from people (Mauss 2015). l. In return, ancestors 

worked as intermediaries between the everyday and the supernatural worlds, serving as helpers 

in divination while connecting Senufo to the divine (Glaze 1981: 149).   

 Increased Islamization among Senufo has led to a decrease in the scale of Senufo funerals 

                                                 

15 The Senufo also have a marriage sphere, but only rich men have the resources to conduct a conversion of lower 

tier goods for a wife. Instead, most Senufo men work in the house of the bride’s father (brideservice) in exchange 

for the marriage (Launay 1978). 
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since Glaze’s (1981) landmark study (Frank and Coulibaly 2015: 41). The poor state of the 

economy in the fairly rural areas where Senufo still live “has contributed to the weakening of 

these traditions [funerals], as the costs of putting on a grand funeral [were]significant” (Frank 

and Coulibaly 2015: 41). However, for the Mossi, participation in massive labor migrations to 

send remittances back home has enabled funerals to grow in scale, encouraging investments in 

the ancestral realm despite the cost because the ancestral economy ensures a more certain return 

than the capitalist one. Migrant worker’s participation in funerals marks a conversion of their 

money from the prestige sphere into the funeral sphere. 

 Historically, the Senufo put great effort into their funerals, requiring the coordination of 

their power associations, artisanal status groups, and ancestors. Funerals were at the top of an 

exchange hierarchy that subsumed other Senufo exchange spheres, consumables, prestige items, 

and women.  

Kabre 

 The Kabre live in Northern Togo and also speak a Gur language. Their region, now 

densely populated, is mountainous and originally served Kabre as a refuge from slave raiders 

during the surge in the trans-Atlantic slave trade (Piot 1999). Agricultural surpluses support an 

extensive gift economy, especially between men in formal gift-giving partnerships called 

ikpanture (Piot 1991: 413), which Piot (1991) interprets as evidence of spheres of exchange in 

the Kabre economy (Bohannan 1955).  Most of men’s agricultural resources and money, over 

fifty percent, serve to purchase the gifts that create these relationships which result in lasting 

moral bonds between those who exchange them (Mauss 2016): “For Kabre, it is through the 

production, exchange, and consumption of things… that relations among people are produced 

(Piot 1991: 410-411). As among Tiv, for Kabre, “food in the lowest sphere, wealth in the second 
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sphere, and women in the top sphere” (411). The upward conversion of gifts, from food, to 

wealth, and eventually to the exchange of women between families is the goal of ikpanture 

partners (411).  Accomplishing this last goal, according to Piot (1991: 416) amounts to achieving 

the highest level of exchange in Kabre life.   

  Men initially started gifting partnerships by loaning (sumloro), gifting (hao, or 

exchanging (kolosoro) consumables from the lowest tier of exchange (Piot 1991: 413). expected 

the recipient of the loan, gift, or exchange to one day reciprocate. Eventually, “as this 

multiplying of exchange ties proceed[ed], the relationship… slowly buil[t], and, after several 

years move[d] into a second stage or sphere” (Piot 1991: 413). To bring their relationship to the 

next level, one of the partners invited the other, along with his family, to his homestead (only 

close kin eat in each other’s homesteads) on a Kabre holiday (1991: 413). The host then killed a 

chicken, for everyone to eat together. From then onward the two partners exchanged wealth 

items, mostly animals. The meal marked a transformation of the relationship from being private 

and between two men, to more public, and between families. “The return invitation usually 

[came] a year later, also on one of the great holidays,” and the families ate a larger animal and 

ate and drank more than before (Piot 1991: 414). A year following another dinner occurs, with 

even a larger animal sacrificed, like a goat. At this point, Kabre said their formal friendship was 

ikpanture kpa dung or climbing strong because the increase in the value of gifts mirrored the 

growing nature of their relationship (Piot 1991: 414). 

 The exchange of women between families marked the third stage of gift-giving 

partnerships. Once at this level, Kabre said that the bond was pii yasuxe that it was unbreakable 

(Piot 1991: 415). To do so, one of the partners agreed to betroth one of his daughters in marriage 

to the other family. Kabre expect the groom’s family to return a daughter in the next generation, 
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known by anthropologists as “FZD marriage” (Piot 1991: 415). 

 However, the conveyance of women was not the only exchange that goes on within the 

sphere of marriage. Young men also converted agricultural goods into a marriage sphere by 

giving porridge to their fiancées. Kabre expected women to eat a lot of sorghum porridge 

because it strengthened their womb and prepared them for childbirth (Piot 1999: 96).  Kabre 

called these gifts of porridge kusuvu, meaning “filling up,” and the act of giving porridge masuu-

i, meaning “I fill her up” (Piot 199: 96). After marriage, she reciprocateed gifts of porridge that 

“filled her up” by giving beer she fermented to her husband, which strengthened his blood and 

virility.  

 I disagree that marriage ward exchange between families is the highest level of exchange 

in the Volta Basin based on Piot’s own admission that Kabre live in a world “in which half of 

life’s co-inhabitants are invisible spirits and ancestors who communicate their desires to humans 

through nonverbal signs that require elaborate systems of interpretation/ divination makes for a 

world of ongoing ambiguity and uncertainty” (Piot 1999: 23). These co-inhabitants are powerful, 

serving as intercessors between the living and their caring, yet distant, god, Esso (Larson 1984: 

45).  Beyond their intercessory duties, ancestors threatened their living kin with misfortune when 

unpleased. Kabre regularly propitiated both siou, or earth spirits, and their ancestors, requiring 

much expense. Jojo, earth specialists, cook food and sacrifice animals at the shrines of siou 

called tcha (Larson 1984: 43). In other words, Jojo convert food and animal offerings into 

relationships with siou. However, the locus of ancestor veneration, outside funerals, is their 

houses called munges, where, the household head (jeja) leaves a kumure or ancestral stones that 

represents the deceased after they die. The jeja would sacrifice a goat or sheep (wealth items) to 

it, bathing the kumure in blood (Larson 1984: 45). Kabre bring kumure, out of their home or 
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mungus on important Kabre holidays to watch the festivities. The most important type of 

exchange within the ritual sphere occurs at funerals, which requires high expenditure on behalf 

of the household head and other family members. One Jeja, or household head complained he 

was “weary of the unending funeral obligations he had to fulfil. He had just finished making four 

large funeral prestations of beer and animals over a two-month period but was unable to come up 

with the gifts on his own” so he had to borrow from others (Piot 1996: 44). Not having the 

resources was not an insurmountable obstacle for the Jeja, instead he borrowed from others to 

convert beer and animals into an ancestor relation.  

Kabre funerals can also have implications well beyond their local origins. Kabre maintain 

relations with ancestors from the diaspora. Kabre migrant laborers Northern Togo for the ports to 

the south, help fuel this ritual sphere. Kabre expect their members working far away on the coast 

or in other countries to return to Kabre land for various rituals (Piot 1999). They have therefore 

adapted ritual practices to accommodate migrant laborers, for example, by shortening the ten-

year-long male initiation process to accommodate migrant men (Piot 1999: 80-91).16  

 Kabre also adapted their funerals to accommodate Kabre in the diaspora. One case 

involves the funeral of a man from a lineage of powerful rainmakers who assured the fertility of 

the land. The man, many years prior to his death, left his Kabre homeland to participate in the 

more prosperous economy of Southern Togo and died there. His family returned his body, albeit 

a symbolic one made from his hair and fingernail clippings, to the Kabre homeland.17 However, 

the sons of the rainmaker refused to make the necessary sacrifices for his funeral on the ancestral 

                                                 

16 Former president Eyadema of Togo, who took over the country through a series of coups in the 1960s and 1970s 

ruled for nearly thirty years.  Proud of his Kabre heritage, he made male initiation rites of men national spectacles to 

be televised and attended by many. He also made sure the cameras caught him flying in on his helicopter to attend 

the event (Piot 1999: 92). 
17 They returned some hair and fingernail clippings of the cadaver to the north, instead of the entire body.  
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stones or  kumure of their lineage, claiming their father had become a Christian and that “he 

would not have wanted to mix his new religion with ancestral worship” (Piot 1999: 27-28). A 

drought allegedly ensued in Northern Togo because of the failed sacrifice. So the family of the 

dead rainmaker performed the funeral again and the rains returned (27).  

 These cases suggest that Kabre in the diaspora invest substantial resources to returning to 

Northern Togo to conduct funerals and male initiations, because the stakes are high. I argue that 

If a boy fails to return home for his initiation he never fully becomes a man, and remains a 

liminal figure with no chance of becoming an ancestor. In the case of the rainmaker, his 

ancestors grew angry when the dead man’s sons failed to perform his funeral properly so they 

stopped the rain in the North. If the drought had continued, the results would have been 

catastrophic for the Kabre, who rely heavily on the cereals they grow.  

 Such rites thus confirm the importance of maintaining relationships with ancestors. If 

Kabre neglect their ancestors, famine or worse may result, because ancestors expect the living to 

fulfill their whims (Larson 1984). Here, as we saw with men’s ikpanture friendships, these 

relationships with ancestors comprise the highest sphere of exchange in Kabre society because 

their maintenance is key to the community’s wellbeing, and their rupture can mean disaster. The 

prime venue for managing these relationships is the funeral which therefore becomes a site of 

extensive gifts made to ancestors. 

The Lodagaa 

 Lodagaa live in Northwestern Ghana, and speak Dagari; and therefore from “part of the 

Voltaic—or Gur-speaking peoples” (Goody 1962: 3), living on the banks of the Black Volta 

River. Unlike the Mossi, with their centralized political system, or the Sisala, with their chiefs 

appointed by the British, Lodagaa appear to have no centralized authority, apart from ancestors. 



30 

Indeed, even the name, “LoDagaa”, is problematic because it conjoins two different groups of 

people: the LoWiili and the LoDagaba. While LoWiili practice matrilineal inheritance=, 

LoDagaba practice patrilineal (Goody 1962: 5). Like their Gur-speaking neighbors--- Sisala, 

Tallensi, Mossi, Kabre, and Konkamba (among others)—the LoDagaa venerate ancestors, and 

earth spirits. Custodians of the earth or “earth priests” must appease the earth spirits through 

sacrifice at earth shrines, and lineage heads for ancestors at their shrines (7). If LoDagaa fail to 

perform such sacrifices they lose the support of ancestors and also open themselves “to the 

mystical retribution of the Earth, on whom the fertility of the crops and the inhabitants depends” 

(7). A healthy relationship with the dead is all important (Goody 1962: 382). 

 Goody’s (1962) study of LoDagaa funerals asserted ancestor veneration, funerals, and 

inheritance all form a single complex for Lodagaa. In other words, the person who inherits 

property from the dead must also be the person who propitiates the ancestors. At the time of 

Goody’s (1962) work in the 1950’s and 1960’s most LoDagaa wealth was passed to other 

persons through inheritance (Goody 1962: 328). There were only two exceptions: when property 

went to sons for bridewealth payments and, second, “when a father expel[ed] his son from the 

farming group while he is still alive” (328). Goody therefore argued that the death of a person, 

especially one with status and wealth, opened a door for transmission of wealth (328). However, 

in order to receive the wealth, the inheritor needed to perform proper funerary rites and to 

propitiate his or her ancestors. In other words, death initiates a process of ancestral sacrifices to 

reveal the cause of death, usher the deceased into ancestorhood, andshift ownership of other 

property to the dead’s living descendants.  

 The Lodagaa believed that when a person died, she or he became a ghost or nyaakpiin 

(Goody 1962:328) until the living completed the person’s funerary rites. Until then, the ghost 
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remained near her or his compound where they had lived in life. During this liminal period 

(Turner 1967) the ghost still held certain rights over his kin. For example, his widows retained 

their married status until the completion of the funerary rites, and only then did they engage in 

the levirate marriage (328). In a way, Lodagaa inherited marriages at death.  

 Before the flow of wealth began at the time of death, Lodagaa tried to repair whatever 

problem led to a person’s death. For example, when a man died, diviners always investigate the 

widows to see if they had caused their husband’s death. I earlier discussed how many African 

communities have attributed death and disease  to social causes, requiring social cures, which 

often involves the intervention of ritual specialists, spirits, and ancestors.18 Goody described this 

situation for Lodagaa as follows: “Death is treated as a social phenomenon and attributed to 

some conflict in the social system, either with living persons, witches, workers of curses, and 

sorcerers, or with past members of society (ancestors), or with non-human agencies... most 

deaths, then, are viewed as cases of homicide” (Goody 1962: 208).  Because funerals established 

required relations for and with the newly deceased, the parties to exchange needed to resolve any 

remaining conflicts or tensions between them. Lodagaa could not receive their inheritance until 

the cause of death is found and the funeral complete.  

 The chief mourner (usually the eldest son) thus sacrificed a fowl at the ancestral shrine at 

the time of death to see whether or not to begin with the funeral or, instead, to consult a diviner 

to determine if the death was a homicide (Goody 1962: 208). If it was, ritual specialists 

investigated the corpse, the man’s widows to see if they were complicit, and any evidence of 

witchcraft, sorcery, or curses inflicted on the deceased. “Diviner’s Beer” (Bobuur Daa) was the 

primary form of divination used to determine the cause of death, it allegedly occurred “three 

                                                 

18 cf. Evans-Pritchard (1976) 
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weeks after the burial” (Goody 1962: 214).  

Members of the reciprocal funeral group (groups who perform funerals for one another) 

usually performed the divination (Goody 1962: 215).19 These groups consist of neighbors from 

different patrilineages who happened to be members of the same clan--close relations, but not 

too close (Goody 1962: 67). In the divination, the diviner called out the name of potentially 

culpable parties while tossing cowrie shells onto an earth shrine to discern a pattern revealing the 

guilty party, who could have been the father’s lineage, the mother’s lineage, the earth shrine, or 

the ancestors (216). Once the diviner discovered the guilty party he poured a pot of beer into the 

soil for the earth shrine having discovered the social cause of death (216). “Until this ritual 

sequence ha[d] been performed, no sacrifice [would] be made to the ancestors” (Goody 1962: 

216). In other words, all further conversions of wealth as either inheritance or sacrifices to 

ancestors depended on the correct performance. 

  LoDagaa thus sustained a sphere of ritual exchange, which mediated relations with 

ancestors through funerary rites, as well as lower spheres of exchange where everyday 

transactions occurred.  

 Today people honor the dead through a “display of wealth, both of their own making, in 

the form of livestock to be sacrificially slaughtered, farm produce, and so on, and by kinsmen 

who make donations during the course of the performances” (Evans 1985: 31). The primary way 

LoDagaa display their wealth at funerals is by casting handfuls of cowrie shells onto the corpse 

during the funeral and on the balafons which provide music for the funeral dances (31-32).20  

 Therefore, the LoDagaa have four exchange spheres: (1) agricultural goods; (2) cowries, 

                                                 

19 Reciprocal funeral groups are common in other Gur-speaking populations as well. (see Grindal 1983)  
20 Cowrie shells are a pre-colonial currency in Africa. Ritual specialists often use them in divination. So cowrie 

shells are more than money; but also they mediate relations with the unseen. 
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animals, and currency; (3) women for marriage; and (4) funeral gifts. The lowest sphere consists 

of agricultural production and other items sold in the market, that Lodagaa convert into cowrie 

shells, money, or livestock. This currency, along with other items associated with wealth, like 

cattle or other livestock, comprises the second sphere. LoDagaa used money or cowries, along 

with some animals, from the second sphere to contract marriages between families through 

bridewealth payment, marking a conversion. LoDagaa men typically gifted the bridewealth to the 

bride’s family over an extended period of time in four stages (Goody 1969: 55). Lodagaa men 

gave the first payment or poy libie of 20,000 cowries at the outset of the marriage. At the end of 

their first farming season as a married couple, he would give the wife’s family a sheep, marking 

the second stage of payment or ko pir.  After having two to three children, the husband gives two 

cows to the wife's family, marking the third stage called doe, Finally, when women can no longer 

bear children, the husband gives one cow, indicating the the finaly payment or nabaara (Goody 

1969: 56).  In exchange, the Lodagaa saw women as valuable laborers and providers of children, 

who ensure the continuance of the patriline through childbirth (56).  

 Funeral exchange marks the pinnacle of LoDagaa exchange. Lodagaa incorporate items 

from all of the subordinate spheres (agricultural goods, wealth items, and marriage) to perform a 

successful funeral. The “Diviner’s Beer,” which Lodagaa use to determine the cause of death 

comes from the bottommost sphere of exchange. Other funerary rites also required agricultural 

goods, like the “Bitter Funeral Beer” (Ko Daa Tuo). In this rite, widows cooked porridge and 

flung it upon the newly inaugurated shrine of their deceased husband, while men of the family 

drank the special brew made from the grain of the dead man, also spilling it all the while on the 

ancestor shrine and the earth to honor the ancestors and earth spirits. The grain of the dead man 

converts into favor from the ancestors and earth spirits during this funeral rite. Ultimately, the 
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“Bitter Funeral Beer” prepares for the reallocation of the dead man’s property (Goody 1962: 

234).  

 Exchange from the prestige sphere also occurred at LoDagaa funerals. For example, 

mourners toss cowries onto the dead body, and the head mourner conducts varying animal 

sacrifices throughout the funeral process.  

 The marriage sphere also contributed to LoDagaa funerals, for the chief mourner, often 

the eldest son, had the responsibility being the emcee, requiring sacrifices, and offerings. This 

role could not be possible without the birth of the chief mourner in the first place, requiring 

exchange to establish marriage contracts. 

Prior to funerals LoDagaa swap beer, meats, and crops in exchange for cowries. These 

“cowries… circulate through both ritual and commercial spheres… this gives them a significance 

that clearly distinguishes them from mere cash” (Evans 1985: 34). Ancestors, in turn, return the 

investment to the living in funerals by holding society together through legitimizing the authority 

by legitimizing the authority of the patriclan, thereby strengthening the social order (Goody 

1962).  

 The case of LoDagaa funerals demonstrate that funeral exchanges with ancestors assure 

the integrity of transactions within a broader system of spheres of exchange, re-establishing a 

vital flow.  It is not until after LoDagaa appease ancestors by finalizing funerary rites, which 

requires the conversion of items from all spheres of exchange, can wealth, office, and inheritance 

flow once again, creating productive social relations among the various parties (see Taylor 

1992).21  

                                                 

21 Cf. Taylor (1992) 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

THE MOSSI 

 

Outline 

 

 In this section I describe how Mossi rely on conversion among various spheres of 

exchange to propitiate and create ancestors at funerals, who in return, assure the stability of their 

empire.   I begin by discussing the Mossi origin story to reveal the perennial tension between 

Mossi and the people they conquered, a relationship that structures most Mossi rituals. I then 

provide evidence for Mossi spheres of exchange, since Piot (1991) provided little. I especially 

describe Mossi funerary rites that centering around markets. I also describe a funerary feast 

called Tense, which reveals funerals as the summit of Mossi exchange, and I give an overview of 

Mossi funeral rites in general. Finally, after that, I describe and analyze Mogho Naba Sagha II 

death in 1957 and subsequent funeral to provide further evidence that gifts at funerals are the 

ultimate exchange for Mossi, as mediated by the hierarchical reversals that occurred at the 

funeral. I conclude the chapter with some observations on contemporary Mossi funerals. 

Mossi Background and Origins 
 

The Mossi are the majority population of Burkina Faso. Their empire formerly dominated 

central Burkina Faso, which lays on the cusp of the Black, Red, and White Volta Rivers.22  The 

Mossi fascinated anthropologists like Elliott Skinner (1964), because they were powerful enough 

to resist many surrounding Islamizing powers prior to the colonial era, which began under the 

French in 1898. The empire thoroughly integrated itself into the trans-Saharan trade, to such an 

extent that some of the earliest European visitors like Barth noted the vast extent of Mossi trade 

                                                 

22 The Black Volta is the only river of the three that manages to flow year-round. The Red Volta and White Volta 

rivers only flow in the wet season. 
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networks (Skinner 1964: 4).  

The Mossi did not originally occupy the area now known as central Burkina Faso, 

however. Their progenitors hailed from Northern Ghana. The Mossi, have an origin story to 

account for migration:  

Well before the 1400’s (we know that the Mossi are at least this old because the Mossi 

empire clashed with Sonni Ali’s Songhay empire as recorded in Tarikh AlSoudan 1964), a 

powerful king, Naba Nedega, lived in Northern Ghana (Kobo 2012: 58). He had a powerful 

warrior daughter, Nyennega, whom he valued too much to let her marry. Her father's 

unwillingness off her in marriage led her to flee from Northern Ghana, heading North into what 

is now Burkina Faso. There she married a man named Rialle, who was either a Malian chief or a 

Busansi hunter (Skinner 1964: 7). Nyennega and Rialle's son, Ouedraogo (named after the horse 

that carried Nyennega north), eventually headed south into Northern Ghana to meet his 

grandfather, Naba Nedega. After some time Ouedraogo went north again to his birthplace, but 

many of cavalry felt that his kingdom was far too crowded, so they joined Ouedraogo on his 

journey. After Ouedraogo's horsemen had married the women living north of present-day Ghana, 

and the Mossi people came to be. 

Ouedraogo, and his horsemen conquered neighboring groups “such as the Gurunsi (a 

large group including the Kasena, Sisala, and Nunuma), who lived to the east; the Ninisi, who 

were thinly scattered to the northwestward to the Bandiagara cliffs, large Kipirsi populations 

northeast of Ouahigouya and scattered Ninisi groups in Fada-N'Gourma east of Tenkodogo.  

Ouedraogo allowed the people from conquered areas to continue to practice their veneration of 

earth shrines. These people, called Tinguimbissi (sons of the earth), along with the earth priests 

continued to “retain ritual control of the earth” (Skinner 1964:8). In fact, the center of 
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Ouedraogo’s polity was Tenkodogo, about 180 km from Ouagadougou.23 

The Ninisi remained the enemies of Ouedraogo. The Ninisi and the Mossi were only able 

to reach peace when the Ninisi betrothed one of their royal women from a village near present-

day Ouagadougou, Poughtoenga, to Ouedraogo. This cemented an alliance between the two 

polities. Later, Poughtoenga became the focus of an annual Mossi funerary feast, that her son 

initiated, which honored the earth goddess, Tenga. This is because the Ninisi, like all of the 

groups the Mossi conquered had an intimate relationship with the earth. 

This origin story is vital for understanding the precolonial Mossi system of rule. Because 

of the Ouedraogo’s campaign, Mossi have two main social and ancestral categories: (1) those 

descended from Ouedraogo’s royal lineage (nakomce), and (2) those descended from the groups 

of people already living on the land when the Mossi conquered (Tinguimbissi). This view of 

history shapes political life: “only the descendants of the Mossi invaders from the south have the 

right to hold political office… conversely the right to assume the role of Earth priest has been 

retained as the special prerogative of the agnatic descendants of indigenous inhabitants” 

(Hammond 1966: 141).  This means Mossi have to navigate two occult economies: the complex 

surrounding the ancestors, and the complex surrounding earth spirits and deities. 

The Mossi polity’s centralized system of led by the Mossi emperor, Mogho Naba, who 

claims to have descended from Ouedraogo. He rules through a system of deputies (nabas) who 

are provincial chiefs, district chiefs, and village chiefs. They also claim descent from his noble 

ruling lineage. Furthermore, each occupier of a ruling post holds in his possession an amulet 

allegedly charged with an arcane power called naam, “the force of God which enables one man 

                                                 

23 The center of Mossi power later shifted from Tenkodogo to Ouagadougou after Ouedraogo’s son, Mogho Naba 

Oubri, conquered the area, quelling Ninisi rebellions (Skinner 1964: 9). 
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to control another” (Skinner 1965: 15).  Naam is said to flow through all Ouedraogo’s 

descendants. Since the emperor is the earthly lynchpin of this occult power that structures Mossi 

society, when he dies (as seen later) the chain of naam breaks catapulting the empire into a crisis. 

Each office holder with naam must make sacrifice to the ancestors to maintain his 

authority. For example, a district chief would sacrifice to the ancestors to ensure they protect and 

remain pleased with his district. For the Mossi, ancestors lie at the heart of social life.  

The deceased becomes an ancestor only if her or his funeral is conducted properly. The 

dead person is usually buried within three days after dying, with Christian or Muslim rites (Roy 

2015). However, the funeral of the deceased often occurs months or even a year after death. This 

delay is significant for several reasons: (1)  the family of the deceased must gather the necessary 

resources to conduct the funeral, including animals for ancestral sacrifices, (2) the dead person’s  

family  in the diaspora needs time to return home for the funeral, and (3) the family of the 

deceased must await the end of the dry season  to hold the funeral, (if the deceased dies in the 

wet season), when there is less agricultural work to be done and more food and millet stored to 

go around for the funerary feast (Langewiesche 2011: 138). 

 The scale of the funeral is directly proportional to the status of the deceased.  For 

example, if a young child or baby dies, there may be no funeral at all, just a burial. In many 

African communities someone does not fully become a “person” until later in life after naming 

ceremonies, coming of age rituals, and other rites of passage. However, if an elder from an elite 

lineage dies, then the scale of the funeral will be great, as was the case for the funeral of the 

Mogho Naba in 1957, recorded on film by Jean Rouch and later commentated on Christopher 

Roy (2015). Before discussing this iconic funeral, I explore Mossi markets and how they relate 

to ancestors, (2) evidence showing that Mossi have spheres of exchange, (3) aspects of typical 
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Mossi funerals, and (4) the annual funerary feast or tense. These sections provide the context 

necessary to understand the richness and complexity of the emperor’s funeral (Roy 2015) and 

how it stood at the zenith of reciprocal relations of exchange in the empire. 

Mossi Spheres of Exchange and Markets 

 Mossi engage in a transactional hierarchy similar to the one used by the Kabre of Togo 

and Tiv of Nigeria, the LoDagaa of Northern Ghana, and the Senufo  (Piot 1991,1999, Bohannan 

1955, Glaze 1980, Goody 1962).24  Mossi exchange spheres are: agricultural and market goods, 

brideservice and kola nuts for the bride’s family, women for marriage, and funeral exchanges. 25 

 Like other Gur-speakers, Mossi have a marital sphere of exchange, although they do not 

have a bridewealth.  Rather, two men called “marriage partners” engage in long term reciprocal 

gift exchanges and eventually contract marriages between their families (Skinner 1960: 20). 

Usually only elders and lineage heads are able to finance these “marriage partnerships,” and end 

up multiplying marriages themselves.26 Younger men had to either wait for elders to die so they 

can inherit their wives, or engage in a practice called pughsiudse (Skinner 1964: 23). Pugh 

comes from pagaha which means “woman” in Mòoré, and siubo means “to give the hope of 

profitable return” (23). In pughsiudse, a chief or elder betroths women to younger men on the 

condition that these men betroth their eldest daughter from their marriage in pughsiudse in the 

future with the chief or elder’s family.27 Men receiving wives must also work for and give gifts 

to the elder.28   When a wife-seeker wishes to contract a marriage, he purchases Kola nuts from 

                                                 

24 For the specifics Tiv spheres of exchange see chapter two. For Kabre spheres, see chapter three. 
25 See chapter one for an exact quote. 
26 The Mossi practice polygyny (Skinner 1964). 
27 For comparison, see the Kabre in chapter three. 
28 The nature of these gifts is unknown, but they are probably prestigious, imported, items found in the market and 

not consumables. Men work on the land of elders as a result of this transaction, helping to provide the elder with 

crops. 
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the market with money (Fiske 1990: 182),  and gives them to the head of the lineage he wishes to 

marry. The lineage head must then divide up the gift, assuring elders get the largest share of nuts. 

The distribution or piibu of nuts points to the public nature of the marriage contract, all of the 

elders, and members of less status in the lineage now know someone is courting one of their girls 

(Fiske 1990: 182). Pughsiudse points to one key idea, that Mossi elders and royalty control the 

wealth of their families. In fact, “Mossi declare quite explicitly that wives are among their most 

valuable [assets]” (Skinner 1960: 20).29 The value of wives lends support to Bohannan’s (1955) 

model that the exchange of women constitutes the highest sphere of exchange. The kind of 

exchange leading up to a marriage consists of both brideservice (tilling the father-in-law’s lands) 

and small gifts to the bride’s lineage head which is then distributed among the family. 

 The lowest sphere of Mossi exchange is food and market items. Historically, the Mossi 

were agriculturalists who grew assorted grains and cereals, like millet, to make their 

characteristic porridges.  Mossi were also peanut, indigo, and okra cultivators. As a result, the 

buying and selling of foodstuffs was a key, but gendered, market activity. The variety of foods in 

the market increased once colonizers forced Mossi to grow cash crops (Skinner 1960).  Women 

only sell consumables like “cooked food, beer, millet, rice, peanuts, shea-butter, tobacco, and all 

of the other locally grown vegetables and vegetable products” within the market Skinner 1962: 

264). Men handle foreign goods of European manufacture, like cigarettes, matches, sugar, 

mirrors, and also foreign foodstuffs like salt and tried fish (264). Men sell cloth, hemp, jewelry, 

iron implements, and leather goods (264). Curiously, Mossi funerals provide a context for 

markets to form in which funeral rites that occur to help usher the dead into ancestorhood by 

                                                 

29 Skinner (1964) uses “possessions” but I wanted to distance from the usage of this word, and its implication that 

women were objects. 
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requiring funeral participants to extract goods from the market. 

 Historically, Mossi markets occurred where people gathered in large numbers. According 

to Skinner, “whenever there [was] a funeral of an important chief, the people from surrounding 

villages and even districts [brought] commodities to his hamlet and [held] a market during the 

ceremony “(Skinner 1962: 255). To open the market, Mossi made a sacrificial offering to earth 

spirits (255-256). The market chief or raga naba consulted a tengsoba or earth priest to ensure 

the market area “would be the most propitious to locate the new market” (255-256). Then, the 

raga naba killed a goat or a chicken, and if the ancestors accepted the sacrifice, the raga naba’s 

assistant roasted the animal and distributed the meat to the community following the traditional 

distribution pattern of Mossi called pigbu (Fiske 1990). Then the market began.  

 Mossi located certain funeral ceremonies in markets, especially for important chiefs or 

elders (Skinner 1962: 275). Between the burial and the first funerary rites, the sister-in-law or 

dakia of the deceased assumed the role of her dead male relative in the market sustaining this 

role-playing until all funerary rites ended (Skinner 1962: 275).30 . She bought the same items her 

brother-in-law bought in the market, went to his favorite beer seller, and talked to his friends; 

and praise singers serenaded her with songs uplifting the lineage of the deceased (275).31  As I 

show below in a description of the emperor’s funeral, such gender reversals are also quite 

common at commoners’ funerals. Because the aftermath of a death is a dangerous period where 

social stability is at risk, it takes liminal people, like a daughter in drag, to help mitigate the 

danger (Turner 1967, 1969, Hertz 1960).  

  Near the end of the funeral rites, which may have occurred over a year after the death of 

                                                 

30 The Mossi have funerals that occur in two stages. Usually Mossi bury a dead body within a few days, and the 

funeral can occur much later, after the family has had enough time to gather the necessary resources. More in depth 

discussion of Mossi funerary rites occurs later in this chapter. 
31 Skinner (1962) calls praise singers “griots.” It is unclear if this is the word Mossi called them. 
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a chief or elder and after the dakia’s role-play, the kin of the deceased hold another ritual where 

the eldest daughter of the deceased went to the market and bought the items her father formerly 

bought. Joined by other women of the family, they went outside of the market and lay out all of 

the items in baskets. Drummers accompanied them, playing songs with talking drums in praise of 

the deceased (Skinner 1962: 275). The daughter then led a procession around the market, with 

goods-laden baskets on their heads, and they circumambulated the market three times with 

drummers in tow. The dakia, still depicting the deceased, weaved through the procession, 

causing difficulty to marchers as she carried a worn basket laden with decaying, old food. After 

the third circuit, the procession returned to the point where they had first laid the baskets (275). 

The women of the deceased’s family then raided the marketplace, and stole whatever they could 

and stuffing it in their baskets. The raiding women then returned to the rest of the mourners 

outside the market and listened to drummers and singers who praised the deceased’s lineage. 

Finally, mourners paid the musicians, marking the end of this step (275).  

 Several reversals occurred at market funeral rites, which show one of the ways the marital 

sphere shapes Mossi funerals. The dakia or sister-in-law was a key participant who would not 

have been present without a marriage alliance between families, which required a conversion of 

goods and services from subordinate spheres. When the dakia, embodying the deceased, 

disrupted the procession of women circling the market with an old basket of rotten food, she 

represented the tension between affinal kin. Tensions ran high among Mossi, for example, labor 

migration and economic hardship led to high divorce rates (Skinner 62).  

When the women raided the market afterwards, they extracted items from subordinate 

spheres of exchange and expended them within the funeral sphere. They stole agricultural goods, 

which were in the market as due to men’s brideservice for their father-in-laws, who often 
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controlled the flow of resources in their compounds. Therefore, the market funerary rites 

required women, to temporarily descend exchange spheres, forcibly extract items from the 

bottommost sphere, and take these items outside the confines of the market and convert them in 

the funeral sphere, creating not an alliance of marriage, but an alliance with ancestors. Even 

though the women illicitly raid the market, the stolen items become “laundered” by the funeral, 

because the liminal venue of the funeral purifies all exchanges therein.  

The raid on the market during the funeral extracted items from the market sphere and 

convert them to a funerary sphere, the result of which helped the deceased become an ancestor—

something Piot (1991, 1999) and Bohannan (1955) overlooked.  The funerary sphere contains is 

the most prestigious sphere of exchange for Mossi because here they create ancestors, who in 

return, control the “well-being of the entire living population” through the threat of “withholding 

rains necessary for the crops, or by sending disease which might decimate” the farming cycle 

(Hammond 1966: 157). The conversion of goods from lower spheres of exchange into ancestor 

favor is the most practical choice for Mossi, because their livelihood is at stake, for gifts to 

ancestors are gifts that enable all others.  In the following section, I examine an important Mossi 

funerary feast, which required immense coordination, planning, and vast resources, and that 

garners the favor of both ancestors and earth spirits.  I then discuss the emperor’s 1957 funeral 

while showing how a reversal of hierarchy allowed for a conversion of resources that enabled the 

Mossi to make their emperor an ancestor, for “the spirits of deceased [Mossi] kings are most 

powerful of all” (Hammond 1966: 157).32  

                                                 

32 Some ethnographers, like Hammond (1966), use the word “king” to describe the Mogho Naba. Others, like 

Skinner, use the word emperor. I prefer the word emperor because when Mogho Naba Oubri became the first 

Mogho Naba in Ouagadougou, his kingdom eclipsed all of his brothers’ kingdoms. The commitment towards Mossi 

expansion represents an imperial mindset. 
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The Tense: The Annual Funeral Feast 

 Every year an annual, empire-wide, ritual feast occurred at the center of Mossi politics. 

The Tense mediated the perennial tension between Mossi and their ancestors, on one hand, and 

earth spirits on the other. Since, Mossi had conquered the autochthonous people (Ninisi)of what 

is now Burkina Faso—people who revered the earth and the earth goddess, Tenga—Mossi 

incorporated Tenga into their own ritual practices. I emphasize the word “ritual” because the 

Tense is a feast which encompasses multiple social domains to obtain peace and harmony for the 

empire. The ritual stands at the intersection of what we might see as the distinct spheres of 

economics, politics, and religion. Yet, Mossi refer to it simply as a ”funerary feast”, or Naba 

Oubri ma kʋʋre.33  Mossi from across the empire coordinated their efforts conduct a successful 

Tense, which included an empire-wide sacrifice to assure the fecundity of Mossi lands since 

earth deities can “give or take away the fertility of the fields, can withhold the vitality necessary 

for healthy plant growth and a rich harvest, and can grant or deny the abundant summer rains 

without which the crops would fail” (Hammond 1996: 165).  What may appear at first as 

religious ritual is therefore also an act that sustains economic relations, but it also resolves 

political dynamics at the heart of the empire. 

 The Tense honors the ancestress of the Mossi people who had an intimate connection 

with the earth since she was from the tinguimbissi or autochthonous conquered peoples:  

Poughtoenga, whose marriage to Ouedraogo created peace between the Mossi conquerors and 

the autochthonous inhabitants of the land.  Skinner (1964: 130) admits that researchers know 

little about the Tense because the French banned it early on under colonial occupation because it 

contributed too much to “Mossi cohesion” (130) The Tense is significant to this study because it 

                                                 

33 Literally, Mogho Naba Oubri’s mother’s funeral 
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is seen by Mossi as a funerary feast that honors the death of their ancestress who straddles a 

position between the conquerors (Mossi) and the conquered (Ninisi). While the Tense nominally 

concerns Poughtoenga, the real focus of feast is management of “the fructifying powers of the 

earth and the importance of the royal ancestors in Mossi life” (Skinner 1964: 139). The empire-

wide funerary sacrifice to ancestors is proof of this importance. 

 The feast has two main participants, the Mogho Naba, and his “chief of tombs” known as 

the Larhalle Naba. The Larhalle Naba maintains the burial places of Mossi rulers and arranges 

sacrifices to please ancestors.34  The annual Tense, which has no specified date, occurred when 

the “Mogho Naba summoned the Larhalle Naba and ordered him to have sacrifices made on the 

graves of all former rulers” (Skinner 1964: 130). The Larhalle Naba obtained the animals for 

sacrifice on the royal tombs, and then the Ouagadougou Naba, who is the chief tengsoba or earth 

priest of the entire empire, performed the sacrifices.35 

 The Larhalle Naba also sent emissaries to far away district s where other royal tombs are 

located to compel people in those districts, by force if necessary, to produce animals for sacrifice 

over those tombs (Skinner 1964:131). After all these regional preparatory sacrifices by tomb 

chiefs and the preparatory sacrifices in the capital had occurred, the Mogho Naba and the 

Larhalle Naba reconvened to begin the Tense (131). It usually begins three weeks after the other 

sacrifices. Again, the Larhalle Naba initiated an elaborate network of communication that let 

                                                 

34 The person who currently occupies the position of the Larhalle Naba (Larlé Naba in French) has great influence in 

Mossi politics in contemporary Burkina Faso. His closeness to royal ancestors and his custodianship of the tombs of 

the emperors accords him great status. The Mogho Naba also retains power in contemporary Mossi life. He was 

chosen to mediate and assuage political tensions after the most recent 2015 coup d’état in Burkina Faso (Christopher 

Roy, Personal Communication Fall 2016). 
35 Not all nabas are descended from the royal line or nakomce. Mostly, only the nabas who rule beneath the Mogho 

Naba come from the royal line—those who wield naam amulets. 
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each district in the empire know about the upcoming Tense (Skinner 1964: 131).36  

Usually, the rite occurred on a Saturday morning when servants brought copious amounts 

of beef and mutton, other foods, millet mush, and millet beer, specially prepared for the 

ancestors to the Mogho Naba’s palatial courtyard (Skinner 1964: 131). The Larhalle Naba then 

approached the Mogho Naba and gave him a new white robe (131). The Mogho Naba then 

walked about his court grabbing samples of millet mush, dipping the samples in specially 

prepared sauces, and throwing them in three separate directions, presumably to anxiously waiting 

ancestors (131-132). He repeated the process with both the meat and the beer (132). After the 

Mogho Naba had jettisoned the offerings, he prayed to “royal spirits, the spirits of former 

provincial ministers, and the spirits of the ancient people (the Ninisi) to grant a long life to the 

Mogho Naba and peace to all Mossi” (132). Meanwhile, one person seized the food thrown to 

the ancestors, and whisked it away without looking behind him, lest a glimpse of the ancestors 

kill him (132). After the designated food carrier left, palace retainers seized the food, eating as 

much of it as they could (132). 

 Simultaneously, the Tense happened in “every district, village, hamlet, and compound in 

the Ouagadougou kingdom” (Skinner 1964: 132). Higher level village and district chiefs offered 

sacrifices to the royal ancestors for their subjects (132). In every compound, each grown man 

also offered one of his livestock to his family elder, and the elder sacrificed the animal and asked 

on behalf of the petitioner for “good health, beautiful crops, and many children during the 

coming year” (132).  

  It is remarkable that every grown man in the empire offered an animal for sacrifice in the 

                                                 

36 The Larhalle Naba provided knotted cords to each of the provincial ministers, which contained nineteen knots. 

The provincial ministers sent envoys all over their district with the knotted cords, each day of their travel removing 

one knot from the cord to let everyone know who saw them when the Tense was going to occur. The cords returned 

to the hands of the Mogho Naba one day before the feast, with only one knot left (Skinner 1964: 131). 
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Tense. The amount of resources sacrificed was immense, especially when considering the high 

value of livestock among Mossi. Meat was rarely consumed, and sometimes only once a month 

and then usually due to various festivals and offerings (Roy 2011, Skinner 1962).  

 Through ritual sacrifice, Tense addressed several practical concerns: (1) it strengthened 

the bond between the Mossi and their ruler through a sophisticated system of regional 

coordination; (2) it mediated the relationship between descendants of the autochthonous people 

of Mossi land and those of the royal nakomce lineage; (3) it mediated tensions between royal 

ancestors and the earth spirits and goddess; (4) and the vast chain of linked sacrifices ensured the 

empire’s stability, as well as good harvests, fertility and success.  

 After achieving independence from France, the Mossi were once again capable of 

performing the Tense. In 1973 the Mossi conducted the empire-wide sacrifice to counteract “a 

devastating Sahelian drought… [They] sacrificed chickens and sheep near the [chief’s figures, 

discussed below], asking the royal ancestors to provide plentiful rainfall for a good agricultural 

season, health, peace, and general well-being of all of the Mossi” (Roy 1982: 59). During the 

Tense a chief from Lumbila, the area most affected by the drought, removed the hand plows 

belonging to Mogho Naba Warga (the Mogho Naba at the time) from the enclosure containing 

ancestral relics, and the rain began to fall. However, “young educated Mossi in Ouagadougou 

criticized and joked about the superstitions of the elders to such an extent that the Larhalle Naba 

has vowed that there will be no more official [state sanctioned] Tinse celebrations” (59). 

 While the French and Mossi youth may have found funeral spending wasteful or 

superstitious, such costly rites helped mediate relationships between earth spirits and ancestors, 

the living and the dead, and among the living. Simultaneously, the amount of resources that 

Mossi invested into funerals compensated for the previous regional system of sacrifice designed 
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to ensure widespread social wellbeing. This system, administered by the Mogho Naba, ensured a 

share of every sacrifice made it through the hands of the emperor. 

Mossi Funerals 

 The primary reason for which Mossi conduct funerals is to help the spirit or kuma (pl. 

kumse) of the deceased join the ancestors (De Gorce 2010: 47). Some may argue (Frazer 1936) 

that a funeral rids the living of a terrifying corpse that assaults their senses but Mossi bury the 

dead almost immediately, and conduct funerary rites later. The Mossi call their funerals kʋʋre, 

and kʋʋre occurs almost exclusively in what they call the “empty” or dry season when there is 

less agricultural work.37  Most kʋʋre therefore occur between January and April (De Gorce 

2010).  

  The type of funeral rites performed for the dead depends on several factors. If the 

deceased is male, his kin conduct a funeral that occurs in several stages. If the deceased is 

female, her kin conduct a one-stage funeral. But, the conditions of death dictate whether Mossi 

conduct a funeral will occur at all.  

 If a person were to die of old age or disease a city or village, Mossi would consider the 

death a “good” death. Mossi would call such persons kum sablse or “black spirits of the dead.”38  

Mossi arrange a complete set of funerary rites for such persons, whether male or female (De 

Gorce 2010).  

However, if someone were to die an untimely, violent, or premature death, especially in 

                                                 

37 Translating kʋʋre (also written as kouré) as a funeral has its own problems, because the English word “funeral” is 

not precise enough to define and represent a complex series of rituals that fall under what Mossi call kʋʋre.  The 

word kʋʋre can apply not only to the whole set of rituals that follow after someone’s death, but also refer to each 

ritual stage of funerary practice.  The suffix ‘ku-’in Mòoré reflects anybody and anything touched by death. (De 

Gorce 2010: 67). The letter ‘ʋ’ is a labiodental approximant that is pronounced like the English letter “w” while 

holding the lips in position against the teeth to pronounce the letter “v”. 
38 Unlike some western cultures, many African communities associate black with goodness. Hence, a person who 

has a “good” death becomes a black spirit of the dead. 
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the bush, Mossi would consider the death “bad” and kin of the deceased would perform no 

funeral rites. Rather, they would resort to a quick, solemn, and quiet burial outside the limits of 

the village or town. Mossi would call the spirit of such a person, kum miidu or “red spirit of the 

dead.” Since Mossi do not conduct full funeral rites for kum miidu, these spirits remain trapped 

in an intermediary state between the realm of the living and the dead and usually wander the 

bush near their burial place (De Gorce 2010: 47).39  

For a man who dies a good death, two funerals occur after his burial. The first is the 

kʋʋre de rejouissances, which prepares the deceased’s spirit to join his ancestors. Mossi believe 

that the spirits of men who die good deaths live in the courtyards of their compounds between 

the time of the burial and the kʋʋre.40  At the kʋʋre de rejouissances the kin of the deceased offer 

sacrifices to the spirit of the dead. These sacrifices outfit the spirit with the provisions needed to 

travel to the ancestral realm:  animals, salt, sugar, and money. Money allows the spirit to buy 

water to drink on his journey (De Gorce 2010: 47). Immediately after the kʋʋre de rejouissances 

the spirit of the deceased travels to the realm of the ancestors. The scale of the offerings and 

sacrifices therefore reflect the importance of the deceased to the living in order to tell the 

ancestors the status of the newly arrived spirit (De Gorce 2010: 47). 

Following the kʋʋre de rejouissances comes the ‘sortie du kʋʋre’ or leaving the funeral” 

which is a smaller-scale affair when compared to the preceding rite (De Gorce 2010: 47). Its 

purpose is to free mourners from their mourning, lifting them from various taboos, especially the 

                                                 

39 The view that the bush contains dangerous spirits and animals is common in many African communities. Evans-

Pritchard’s, for example, (1956) study of Nuer Religion is just one of many examples. Nuer struck by lightning in 

the bush become dangerous spirits known as colwic (Evans-Pritchard 1956: 60-62).  
40 The Sisala, neighbors of the Mossi, have a similar practice. They bury their “good” deaths within the confines of 

their compounds, where spirits linger until their funeral (Grindal 1983; Mendonsa 1976). 



50 

eldest son of the deceased and his deceased’s widows.41 During the mourning period, which 

extends from the time of death until the sortie du kʋʋre, these kin each tie a cord around their 

heads which indicates their state of mourning (De Gorce 2010: 48). At the sortie du kʋʋre, they 

untie the ropes, also shaving their heads to mark the end of this mourning. Finally, the sortie du 

kʋʋre marks the end of sexual restrictions for the widow. She can now remarry, which, for the 

Mossi, historically occurred through the levirate where a brother of the deceased married the 

widow or widows. The night after the sortie de kʋʋre, the family of the deceased must vacate his 

compound, because the spirit of the deceased, along with his ancestral companions, will return to 

his home  to look after his affairs (De Gorce 2010: 48).42  The dead man will take anyone 

remaining in the compound during his visit with him to the realm of the ancestors (48). The next 

day, the living will distribute the inheritance of the dead man, completing the funerary complex 

for men who die a “good” death. 

A woman’s kʋʋre also occurs during the dry months, but her rites and rituals  differ from 

those of a man.43 They begin in her section of her husband’s compound beneath which she is 

buried.  Members of her patriline ritually come to “search” for her (De Gorce 2010: 48). They 

then leave the compound accompanied by the wives of the sons of the deceased, presumably 

because these women who married her sons also engaged in virilocal marriage as outsiders, just 

like the deceased. The entourage then heads to the woman’s village of birth; following her eldest 

son or daughter who carries a basket of the dead woman’s personal effects. The basket also 

contains kola nuts, longstanding items of gift exchange in West Africa, and money. Recall that 

                                                 

41 Many Mossi men, especially in rural areas, take multiple wives. The size of the family (multiple wives included) 

reflects the wealth and prestige of the family head. Wealth, then, is measured not in the amount of money someone 

possesses, but the amount and quality of relationships and connections someone has 
42 The phrase used by De Gorce’s (2010: 48) interlocutors is il revient chercher ses affaires. 
43 All of the rites and rituals performed for women after the burial are referred to simply as kʋʋre unlike men who 

have a kʋʋre de rejouissances and sortie du kʋʋre (De Gorce 2010: 48) 
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Mossi men use Kola nuts to court the lineage of his potential bride.  The same basket also 

allegedly carries the spirit of the dead or kʋma back to her home village. The basket is the same 

one used to establish matrimonial bonds between families through marriage (54). Themes of 

marriage reoccur throughout Mossi funerary rites, as in the market and the emperor’s funeral 

[discussed below]. Successful funerals could not be possible without the participation of women, 

and thereby the marriage sphere. 

Upon the arrival of the entourage in the natal village, spirit basket in tow, they head to the 

compound of the earth priest (Tengsoba). Typically, the earth priest of every village maintains a 

special ancestor house or shrine for each prominent lineage. In the earth priest’s compound the 

brother of the deceased receives the basket containing her spirit marking the end of the woman’s 

kʋʋre (De Gorce 2010: 54).44  

While the two-stage kʋʋre for men and the one-stage kʋʋre for women seem 

straightforward in nature, the various sacrifices, gift-giving, and embodied practice that comprise 

them are quite complex. For example, the wakes (les veillées in French) that Mossi perform and 

which take place between the kʋʋre de rejouissances and the sortie du kʋʋre. for men indicate to 

the ancestors the status of the deceased through the intensity of the singing and dancing, the 

number of musicians present, and the amount of alcohol and food consumed (De Gorce 2010: 

54).  

The number of wakes that Mossi perform for the deceased, however, depends not on the 

dead’s status but rather on her or his gender. Women have a cosmological affinity with the 

number four, so their kin perform four wakes after their burials. Men associate with the number 

                                                 

44 In a later rite family members of the deceased divide her belongings according to inheritance patterns, with the 

most valuable belongings going to her sons first (De Gorce 2010: 54). 
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three, so their kin perform three wakes between kʋʋre de rejouissances and the sortie du kʋʋre 

(De Gorce 2010: 54)  

A typical wake occurs in the courtyard of the deceased’s compound, where women 

related to the children of the deceased (wives and daughters) begin to sing songs asking those 

present (close family members and community members) to cry for the deceased (De Gorce 

2010: 55). About midway through the wake, the focus shifts to humorous songs about daily life 

in Mossiland. These songs also recount legends of the different lineages (boodoo), in the town or 

village. De Gorce (2010) describes the women who perform as standing in a semi-circle 

formation in the courtyard, while playing water drums (tambours d’eau in French, ko-libri in 

Mòoré:) and half gourd drums (demi-calebasses in French, wamde in Mòoré). Beyond the semi-

circle, men and women dance together in a single-file line (55).45  

The gendered aspect of these wakes is prominent as women perform all of the songs 

whereas men usually specialize in communicating with ancestors—men are usually diviners— at 

the liminal dynamics of funerals (Turner 1967) roles usually reverse these gendered roles. 

Instead of men communicating to ancestors at funerals, women do so through their songs at 

wakes. They broadcast the status of the deceased who will join the ancestral ranks. Furthermore, 

women use objects associated with women’s work, like gourds and other implements containing 

water as instruments to accompany their singing. Women inhabit the roles of men because 

women’s association with a pre-Mossi autochthonous society through their ancestress 

Poughtoenga stabilizes this liminal time. 

However, wakes do more than tell the ancestors who will join them. They reconstitute the 

                                                 

45 The ethnography (2010) does not indicate which direction the line dances, but it is most likely in a counter-

clockwise motion if we consider the direction in which other Mossi funerary rites occur. 
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social fabric after a death has torn a hole in it (Hertz 1960). We can see the reconstitutive 

element of wakes, however, by looking at the lyrics that women sing. In the case of one dead 

man who was a leading member of a prominent lineage, a woman soloist sang “My father is not 

lost” [Mòoré: M baab pa menem ye],  “he has left for the bush (Mòoré: a looga weoggo)” (De 

Gorce 2010: 58).4647  The song then describes how he then builds a canopy in the bush similar to 

the kind under which men sit to evade the heat of the day in the men’s portion of the compound. 

The song continues, lamenting that the “Mountain” where the ancestors live is calling for the 

deceased. Women also recite details about the deceased’s lineage (De Gorce 2010: 58-59). The 

song thus reaffirms that the destination of the deceased is with the ancestors while it 

simultaneously recalls the composition of the family so that the living may reassert their relations 

with kin that join them in a time of loss.  

Typically, placing the deceased in the bush symbolizes her or his liminal position 

between burial and ancestorhood.  It likewise indicates that his or her liminal position is 

dangerous because dangerous spirits and animals inhabit the bush. 

Here I have presented the typical structure of funerary rites for men and women in 

Mossiland. However, as we will see below, when someone very important dies, like the emperor, 

the typical structure of funeral rites collapses. Instead of taking years to conduct a successful 

funeral, including sacrifices and gift-giving, it only takes a matter of days. The funeral of the 

Mogho Naba in 1957 featured altered the usual Mossi funerary structure because the gap left by 

the absent emperor was so dangerous to social wellbeing that it required immediate repair. 

  

                                                 

46 De Gorce (2010) points to the various meanings of the word weoggo or bush. In the first instance it can refer to 

the physical location outside of city and village. However, it can also refer to foreign countries where migrant 

workers have gone to work, such as Cote d’Ivoire.  
47 Loog in Mòoré can mean to leave, but it also a word to describe the death of someone.  
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The Mogho Naba’s Funeral and the Flow of Wealth 

 In 1957 the Mossi emperor, Sagha II, “died,”48 but no Mossi could say that the emperor 

had died until after his people could complete his elaborate twelve-day-long funeral. Until then, 

Mossi could only say that their empire “was spoiled” (Roy 2015). Consequently, the emperor’s 

palace, courtyard, and horses remained vacant and unused, halting daily tribute and palace 

business. Furthermore, the emperor’s deputies sent messengers across the Mossi empire to 

announce that the empire had spoiled. 

 The aim of this thesis is to show that funerals facilitate the highest level of exchange in 

Voltaic societies; exchanges done at funerals for the sake of ancestors and spirits thus ensure the 

integrity of the society and all other exchanges that comprise the broader economy. This was also 

true at the Mogho Naba’s funeral. Additionally, when people give gifts at funerals they mended a 

rift in society caused by the loss of one of its members. The emperor was the heart of Mossi 

society, so gift exchange at his funeral serves the purpose of mending a tear in the social 

intergumen (Hertz 1960). Society reconstitutes itself in times of crisis through funerals. 

However, Below, though, I show how another hierarchy, that of the original autochthonous 

peoples, managed the chaos of the dissolution of the Mossi empire with the death of the Mossi 

emperor until the Mossi could bring the proper resources to bare to complete his funeral. 

The emperor’s required offerings of wealth to fix the gap. Roy’s (2015) film depicts thousands of 

Mossi descending on Ouagadougou by foot and bicycles laden with gifts for sacrifices for the 

funeral in the ultimate manifestation of the tribute networks that contributed to the Mogho 

Naba’s prestige, marking a conversion of an array of wealth into the most important ancestor 

                                                 

48 Sagha means water. Mogho Nabas were usually named after things found in the natural world, like stone and 

water. This name choice most probably mediated the tension between the royal invaders and the autochthonous earth 

worshippers. 
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relationship—the dead emperor. 

In pre-colonial Mossi society Mossi offered sacrifices to earth and nature spirits, 

cultivated gift-giving relationships among each other, and gave tribute to the emperor and his 

lineage of royal ancestors. The emperor’s deputies (nabas) enabled the flow of goods through the 

emperor’s hands by serving as facilitators of his tribute network. These deputies, whether village 

chiefs, district chiefs, or market nabas, ensured that wealth arrived in the emperor’s hands.  

Sustaining steady flow of goods in times when the Emperor was alive, but after his death spoiled 

the empire, these traditional tribute networks broke down because their central reference had 

died. 

Wealth flowed through the emperor’s hands because he normally redistributed the tribute 

his subjects he received.49 One early colonial official noticed that the compound of the Mogho 

Naba looked no different than any other compound in Ouagadougou, thinking the emperor was 

destitute (Skinner 1964: 124-125). The Mogho Naba actually had inestimable clout and influence 

because the wealth he redistributed bound his subjects to him, in reciprocal gifting relationships. 

In other words, everyone owed him a favor, putting him in a powerful position. 

 The emperor’s death thus left a moral vacuum which only an influx of wealth could 

repair and which came from nearby villages and towns. As I noted earlier, a similar practice 

occurred in Mossi markets when an important man died. Women raided the market, stealing 

goods and brought them to a funerary sacrifice.  The logical question is, what happened to all 

this wealth once it reached the capital?  

 Nabas sacrificed fowls for the ancestors at the emperor’s funeral by cutting their necks 

and letting them run free. When the chickens collapsed from blood loss, if it fell on its back it 

                                                 

49 Cf. Taylor (1992) 
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meant that the ancestors have accepted the sacrifice. If it fell on its stomach, the ancestors had 

refused. Earth priests (tengsoba) also sacrificed fowls at the funeral, for the earth spirits. Instead 

of cutting the fowls’ necks however they grabbed the fowl by the head and threw it at the earth 

with enough force to break its neck and crush its skull.   

The differing types of sacrifice occur because the funeral of the Mogho Naba mediates 

tensions between earth spirits and the earth goddess and the dead. As a descendent of the 

region’s conquerors, the emperor stood in some tension with the spirits of the land to which he 

lay claim.    

 The earth goddess and nature spirits maintained the human, agricultural, and livestock 

fertility of the Mossi as guardians of the bush and untilled lands. Ancestors, in contrast, assured 

the wellbeing of the village, town, or city, responsible for the health and success of the living.  

 The twelfth day of the emperor’s funeral, the kʋʋre du sortie, marked the end of the 

mourning period, in contrast to commoner funerals where more time elapsed between these 

steps. When the Mossi emperor died, however, everything occurred in a short twelve-day span, 

because his loss decapitated Mossi society in a sense (see Douglas 2003), fueling an urgency to 

complete his funeral and install a successor.  

  In the meantime, the emperor’s eldest daughter stands in for him, mitigating his loss during this 

liminal and dangerous period before the appointment of a successor on the twelfth day.  Her rule 

establishes returns the empire to a pre-Mossi, autochthonous, rule strengthened by their earth 

goddess (more on this later). 

 In Roy’s (2015) film, elders especially, gathered at the Mogho Naba’s palace on the 

twelfth day after his death. Here, the “emperor”—his daughter—greeted them. Following the 

elders, an entourage of other people greeted the “emperor,” including the emperor’s cavalry, 
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donso50 hunters’ associations, his nabas (deputies), and the general public. Anyone wishing to 

offer the condolences came.  

 Next in the film, an entourage from Koubri arrived who claim to be mysteriously related 

to the emperor. They brought with them a powerful mask representing the deceased emperor and 

sacrificed a rooster for the mask. For Mossi, masks had many purposes (Roy 1980).  Mossi 

appropriated masks from the people they conquered because such masks harnessed the occult 

power of local nature spirits for which Mossi conquerors have no affinity. Mossi borrowed 

masks from their Dogon and Gurunsi neighbors, for example, (Roy 2014). Such masks, then 

were, more than just accompaniments to the funeral; they were necessary parts of Mossi ritual, 

said to harness powerful forces, subsuming the personae of the people who wore them so the 

spirits could speak to the people who watched the masks dance. The visitors from Koubri then 

circumambulated the emperor’s palatial compound three times, counter-clockwise. At the same 

time, they danced with a figurine representing the emperor. Usually, such figurines appear at 

royal funerals, but never in conjunction with masks because masks come from autochthonous 

peoples, not royal invaders (Roy 1982: 52).51 The emperor’s funeral was an exception because 

the Mossi needed to use any and all powers at their disposal to refound their kingdom which 

originally emerged as a union of allogens and autochthonous people. The pairing of masks and 

figurines re-enacted this union.  After the dance, the mask is deposited in a secret location in the 

bush that only a few know in order to keep people clear of the great power the mask discharges.  

The people of Koubri then deposited a basket of wild game in the emperor’s courtyard. Neither 

                                                 

50 Also known as Dozo 

51 The Mossi keep emperor figurines in ancestral houses which honor the royal lineage. The ancestral house 

appeared earlier in our discussion of a woman’s funeral, where the deceased’s soul returned to her natal village in a 

basket to spend some time there. 
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Roy (2015) nor Rouch (1957)52 commented on this evocation of the occult power of the bush, 

but this gesture most like signifies the Mossi’s domination of the area’s autochthonous 

populations. It could also be an offering of tribute to the “emperor.” 

 After a while, the imperial cavalry arrived in war costume adorned with magical amulets. 

The eldest son of the deceased emperor—the one who succeeded him— then left the palace and 

joined the cavalry before the “emperor” (his daughter) led the cavalry in a counterclockwise 

charge around the palace three times. Then the warriors rode off into the bush, taking the 

deceased emperor’s spirit from his compound—in the body of his daughter—to the realm of 

ancestors beneath setting sun. At last Mossi could say that the emperor was dead. People cry out 

that the emperor was gone, that he is lost—as at Mossi wakes, where people sing that the 

deceased has gone into the bush towards the ancestral mountain.  

Dances followed throughout the night before elders had to enthrone the new emperor 

before sunrise: the former Mogho Naba’s eldest son. At dawn, talking drums announce the new 

emperor’s name: “Mogho Naba Kugri” (stone). The next morning, he rode into the palatial 

compound on his royal steed, wearing white clothing, specially woven for this occasion 

overnight, to take a seat below the sacred Kapok tree of kingship while wearing his naam amulet. 

All the nabas (deputies) of the previous emperor paid allegiance to him at his arboreal throne. 

After this reception, the cavalry and donso hunters stage war-games, performing a mock battle 

outside the compound.53 Mogho Naba Kugri had become emperor. The inauguration of the new 

emperor was not possible without the role-play of the dead emperor’s daughter. Her gender and 

                                                 

52 Rouch (1957) filmed the funeral accompanied by French commentary that Roy later dubbed into English and then 

added his own additional commentary 
53 This wargame was a simulation of a struggle their ancestors, the Mossi conquerors, against the autochthons. The 

whole funeral was rife with symbolism which reified the contract between the conqueror and the conquered. For 

example, the presence of the Mossi chief’s figurines alongside the mask shows this contract.  



59 

status allowed her to protect a kingdom during the liminal and dangerous twelve-day period after 

the emperor’s death. 

The Emperor’s Daughter, Hierarchy, and Reversal at the Royal Funeral 

 A series of oppositions structured Mossi society. I this sense, social structure means “an 

arrangement of positions or statuses “(Deflem 1991: 14) or “a structure of hierarchically arrayed 

positions" (Turner 1967: 100): a ruling ancestral on the top (nakomce), followed by the Mogho 

Naba and his network of naam-wielding deputies who ruled over other men. There were also 

Mossi from the nakomce lineage who held no office, but still exercised privilege over others 

(Skinner 1962). This nakomce hierarchy subsumed yet coexisted with the hierarchy of the 

autochthonous lineage (tinguimbissi) ruled by earth spirits and deities on the top, followed by 

earth priests (tengsoba), and then commoner tinguimbissi. We may therefore define hierarchy as 

“a relation that can succinctly be called ‘the encompassing of the contrary’” (Dumont 1980: 

239). The two lineages lie in opposition to eachother primarily due to their complimentary 

abilities to manage different forces. Mossi invaders (nakomce) allegedly conquered the 

autochthonous Tinguimbissi. We can conclude that the nakomce hierarchy subsumed the 

tinguimbissi hierarchy. However, this relationship between these hierarchies is in balance only 

when uninterrupted by crisis, like the Mogho Naba’s 1957 death. Mossi achieve this equilibrium 

by propitiating both ancestors and earth spirits. 

 The Mogho Naba’s death thus dissolved the ruling hierarchy, of which he was the 

cornerstone, forcing Mossi to lament that their “kingdom has been spoiled”, and the Mossi 

entered a dangerous, liminal phase because their primary mediator between the ancestors and the 

living had died (Roy 2015). During this time of ritual danger, anti-structural forces came to the 

fore, with a “topsy-turveydom of the liminal phase of ritual” characterizing this reversal or 
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dissolution of social roles and statuses (Whitehead 2004: 4). To wit, the tinguimbissi claimed 

temporary dominion of the kingdom to prevent further damage to Mossi life. Historically, the 

tinguimbissi revered the earth, the bush, and the earth spirits—all peripheral beings or places. 

The emperor’s daughter represents likewise the tinguimbissi because women always come from 

the periphery (for marriage), and the earth is gendered feminine (De Gorce 2010). The emperor’s 

daughter accordingly stood in as an embodiment of the emperor for twelve days during his 

funeral proceedings.  

 When the encompassed tinguimbissi hierarchy stands-in for the encompassing nakomce 

hierarchy at the funeral, a series of reversals occurs (Whitehead 2004:4). A woman, who has a 

lower public status than a man, replaces the emperor. A daughter replaces a father. The 

encompassed becomes the encompasser. A woman, associated with the periphery, the bush, or the 

outside, replaces the central ruler, associated with, the domestic compound, and the inside.54 

Marriage subsumes descent, the present subsumes the past, and women, associated with transition, 

replace the order associated with the Mogho Naba. The result is stability amid the chaotic situation 

of Emperor’s death.  

 The substitution of the emperor’s daughter was no. She had royal status due to her father 

and his lineage. Simultaneously, because shedescended from the original union of Ouedraogo 

and Poughtoenga, she also had close ties with the earth spirits of her autochthonous predecessors. 

Her position connected her both to the encompassing nakomce realm and the subsumed 

tinguimbissi stratum. She was the therefore prime and only candidate able to mediate this 

dangerous time.  

                                                 

54 A look at Mossi marriage patterns clues us in on these associations of men with the compound. After men perform 

brideservice, they remain static in their compound and the women move to them. Furthermore, a man’s soul remains 

in the compound after death until his funeral is complete (see De Gorce 2010). 
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 The chaos of the emperor’s death thus opened a door for a return to an autochthonous rule 

that existed before the Mossi conquered the area, achieved through this hierarchy reversal. This 

shift served as stopgap until emperor’s funeral ended (Eliade 1976). The emperor’s daughter’s 

appointment mitigated the chaos of the emperor’s death while Mossi converged on Ouagadougou 

with material resources to give and sacrifice in the emperor’s name. These offerings rebuilt the 

social fabric by ushering the emperor into ancestorhood, telling the ancestors that someone 

important had come to join them. 

Ancestor Relationships 

  The most valued relationship that Mossi have is with their ancestors. The primary venue 

for manipulating such relationships is the funeral because it is the venue through which the dead 

become ancestors. The gifts Mossi give to ancestors are therefore the most prestigious in Mossi 

society because they go to their most venerable members. 

  While a large body of work on spheres of exchange, none see the funerals at their apex 

and center (Bohannan 1955, Kopytoff 1986; Piot 1991, 1999; Parry and Bloch 1989, Gudeman 

1986). I argue that in a Gur-speaking contexts, funerals stand at the pinnacle of exchange 

hierarchies, subusming all other types of exchange (see Dumont 1980: 239-245). If Gur-speakers 

do not maintain exchanges at the highest sphere, they compromise the integrity of both the 

exchanges and the relationships they create in lower spheres. I discussed examples of this 

dynamic in chapter three, involving the sons of the Kabre rainmaker who did not perform proper 

funeral sacrifices, causing a drought (Piot 1999). When there is drought, Kabre men cannot build 

official ikpanture gifting partnerships with each other through agricultural produce they 

cultivate; it is too dry to cultivate Only after they have sacrificed to the ancestors at funerals does 

society restabilize. Similarly, If the Mossi did not properly perform the emperor’s funeral, the 
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daughter of the emperor would be unable to manage the dangerous ghost of the emperor 

indefinitely, who would remain “betwixt and between” the realms of the living and the ancestors 

(Turner 1967). Furthermore, his son, the next Mogho Naba, would have been unable to ascend to 

his new office, taking his father’s place.  

In addition, Mossi had several ritual contingencies to assure that their commoner 

ancestors, and earth spirits remain happy. The women related to a deceased Mossi elder raided 

the marketplace to perform funeral ceremonies (Skinner 1962), assuring gifts reached the highest 

sphere of exchange in Mossi society, the ancestor realm. In return, the deceased reached ancestor 

status, pleasing other ancestors, and they protected and provided aid to the living. 

Mossi Marriage and Funerals 

 Themes of marriage appear in all Mossi funerals, for as the Mossi report, Ouedraogo’s 

marriage to the Ninisi princess founded the Mossi. This alliance structures all Mossi funerary 

rites, because the motivation for doing funerals is to re-stabilize the Mossi hierarchy, through the 

shifting of status mediated by material exchange. The Mossi hierarchy would not exist, if we 

take the Mossi origin story for granted. The Mossi make an eternal return to the founding of 

their nation, mediating the otherworldly beings that govern Mossi society, the earth spirits and 

the royal ancestors (Eliade 1971). 

Contemporary Developments 

 The Mogho Naba’s 1957 funeral serves an extraordinary example of how Gur-speakers in 

the Volta Basin amass and redistribute resources at funerals to repair society. This funeral and 

the funerals discussed in chapter three demonstrate how the exchange and re-distribution of 

goods reaffirms and extends social relationships through a series of conversion across a 

hierarchy of exchange spheres.  In contrast, the promise of a neo-liberal economic market 
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remains unfulfilled in the Volta Basin. Gur-speaking populations are distant from rich coastal 

areas of West Africa, subsisting on the edge of the dry Sahel, and at the mercy of the rains during 

the wet season, leading many Gur-speakers, including Mossi, to engage in migrant labor either 

towards the West African coast or overseas to help finance their families back home. One scholar 

has suggested that nearly every family in contemporary Burkina Faso has a family member 

abroad for financial reasons (Skinner 1962), while others track the impact large-scale labor 

migration on the Burkinabe economy and family (Roth 2014, Engelbert 1996). Wealth, 

resources, and people constantly flow into the center from periphery, through life into death, 

across multiple domains (cf. Taylor 1992). People take their money earned abroad and invest it 

in living and ancestral at funerals. Most families delay the funeral for up to several years after a 

relative’s burial to save money (and other resources) for the funeral and to give relatives and 

friends in the diaspora ample time to return to attend. In a sense, funerals are mechanisms that 

negotiate the flow of people and resources through spheres of human life, geographical and 

social. 

 More recent works on Voltaic funerals (Roy 2011, 2016; Langewiesche 2011; De Witte 

2001; Cantrell 1992; Dacher 1989; De Gorce 2010; Durantel 1994) show that people invest more 

resources, not less, in contemporary funerals in the Volta Basin due to increased globalization 

and participation in global markets. The failure of neo-liberal economic promise (cf. 

Beauchemin) means that Gur speakers rely instead on exchange systems they trust, those that 

build relationships with ancestors.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

CONCLUSION: RETHINKING ECONOMICS AND RELIGION 
 

The Materiality of Relationships 
 

 The spheres of exchange model offers a way to conceptualize how people build 

relationships through gift-giving among living partners. If we then consider the gift-giving that 

occurs at funerals, then the spheres of exchange model can help us understand how the living 

build relationships with the dead as well. Ancestors in this context are not inaccessible entities 

who live beyond the veil of human interaction; rather, they are social beings who happen to be 

dead. Gur-speakers in the Volta Basin deal with ancestors in the way they deal with the living—

through the material world. If relationships are inalienable from the gifts the living exchange 

partners use to make, then the same holds for the dead. Every bolt of cloth, barrel of beer, shell, 

coin, money-note, or animal offered to ancestors creates a bond between the living and the dead.  

We must acknowledge that appealing to ancestors has “powerful material consequences for how 

[people] build their identities, narratives, practices, and environment” (Vásquez 2011: 5).  In 

return, ancestors either enhance material goods of human existence, such as crop growth, fertility 

or childbearing, or hinder them. The creation of ancestors is, then, a material process, which 

happens only if the living performs proper funerary rites, requiring elaborate displays of material 

wealth and a set of embodied practice like dancing, wailing, drumming, and singing.  

“Religion” and “Economics” 

 Discussion of the term, “religion,” has been noticeably absent from this study. For Gur-

speakers of the Volta Basin, what we may think of as “religion” is, in fact, indistinguishable 

from other supposedly sui generes domains that we impose upon human experience, like 

“economics,” “politics,” “tradition,” and “custom.” Voltaic societies are hierarchies which have 
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one overarching concern, maintaining the relationships with ancestors to ensure the flow of 

perpetuity of society. In contrast, western capitalist democracies have a vested interest in 

separating domains of “religion,” “politics,” and “economics”. Dumont (1980) links this 

tendency to notions personhood. In societies that stress individuality and downplay the 

interconnectedness of human beings, people conceive of society as composed of separate social 

domains as well. However, in hierarchical societies, people often stress the interconnectedness of 

people as “dividuals,” eschewing the notion of society as comprised of distinct realms like 

“religion,” “politics,” and “economics” (Marriott 1976; Evans-Pritchard 1956: 281). At funerals, 

then Gur-speakers are not “doing religion” or “economics” but rather what is most practical and 

important for them to do, build relationships with those entities at the top of their social 

hierarchy who just happen to be dead. When Gur-speakers convert their goods into higher 

spheres, they seek an ever more reliable return. If a man invests his resources into the sphere of 

marriage, he gains a wife, establishing a long-term productive partnership that can generate 

children, who will secure his and his wife’s future. In African communities, parents invest in 

their children in the hope that their children will care for them in old age. However, investment 

in a funerary sphere has even greater benefits: it makes the deceased an ancestor, who in turn 

sustain the flow of all said resources. Indeed, only when the living please the dead, can the flow 

of wealth recommence. As with the LoDagaa, Mossi, and Senufo only after the living have 

completed a man’s funeral can they claim inheritance, use his lands, or remarry his widows.   

The goal of this study has been to show that gift-giving to ancestors at funerals marks the 

summit of exchange networks in the Volta Basin. These gifts aid spirits in becoming ancestors, 

who in turn aid the living and ensure the integrity of the social hierarchy. Since this hierarchy is 
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inextricable from the gift relations that made it, ancestors then assure the integrity of all 

exchanges between people the hierarchy encompasses.   
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