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FOREWORD

The study of social Institutions in contemporary Ghana must 
concern Itself not only with the nature, scope and function of traditional 
institutions, but also with the new patterns of Institutional behaviour 
emanating from the responses that are continually being made by Individuals 
to the pressures and challenges of their rapidly changing social, 
economic and cultural environment. These new patterns may take the form 
of modifications of existing forms or the transfer of institutional 
functions. While the enduring qualities of traditional Institutions 
must continue to be investigated, it is certainly rewarding to look also 
at the social processes that lead to such changes and the channels of 
communication that inspire them, for individual and social behaviour is 
now Influenced by a considerably larger and differentiated number of 
reference groups.

It must be noted also that there is now a marked change of 
attitude in official circles to traditional Institutions which may 
accelerate the pace of change. Whereas the period Immediately before 
and after political Independence emphasised the symbolic importance of 
these institutions to the concept of ‘African personality', the present 
era is a little less emotional in its evaluation of the past and Indeed 
somewhat critical of traditional institutions, beliefs and customary 
practices when they appear to slow down the pace of national development.

In the area of customary law, for example, the Chieftaincy Act,
1971» expressly enjoins the National House of Chiefs to 'undertake the 
progressive study, interpretation and codification of customary law with 
a view to evolving, in appropriate cases, a unified system of rules of 
customary law'. It also enjoins Traditional Councils to make represen
tations to the House of Chiefs where it 'considers the customary law 
which is In force within Its area to be uncertain or considers it 
desirable that it should be modified or assimilated by the common law'.

Encouragement is similarly now being given to the critical examina
tion of all traditional Ghanaian customs by traditional rulers. To 
expedite this, research committees have been set up for each regional 
House of Chiefs. Meanwhile expressions of opinion as to what customs 
are outmoded and should be abandoned or modified continue to appear In 
the daily newspapers.

The call for unified systems as well as for nation-wide investiga
tions Into institutional problems must not pass unheeded by scholars.
There is an urgent need for Information, and more especially for 
comparative studies, a need which does not appear to have been given as 
much attention by Ghanaian scholars as It deserves because of their 
traditional preoccupation with the study of societies to which they 
themselves belong.



It is evident also from the character of many of our traditional 
institutions that a comprehensive view of social behaviour can only be 
obtained through multidisciplinary studies. Family units and family 
ties, for example, are generally multifunctional. In the rural Ghanaian 
situation, kinship roles often entail complementary roles in the political 
economic and legal spheres. Family heads have been administrators of 
property as well as judges or arbitrators and political representatives 
in the traditional system. Symbolic expressions of kinship values bring 
the creative arts into focus as avenues of social interaction and the 
most ready means of achieving social integration.

It is considerations such as these that inspired the interdisciplina 
research seminar at which the papers published in this volume were 
presented. The family was chosen as the focus of study not just because 
it is one of the important research areas In the Institute of African 
Studies, but more especially because the sociology of the family is basic 
for the understanding of many other institutions.

As Ghanaians state in their proverbs, the home is the well-spring of 
social action. Any meaningful change or reform must start from the home: 
yebobo nkukuo a, yebobo firi fie : when we decide to break pots, we start
from the home.

If a person behaves abnormally, you can be sure of the cause, for 
stress symptoms spring from the home: yebo dam a, yede firi fie.

Injury sustained from sharp pebbles on the compound of a house 
(ofie mmosea) hurts more than that caused by stones in the yard outside 
the house or in the street.

It is in the home that we plan or find solutions to problems: 
adwene, yedwene no dan m u . So there is no need to rush out to see a 
show coming to one's father's house: agoro reba wo se fie a, wontutu 
mmirika nkohyla n o .

The members of a 'family' must show consideration for one another. 
The club used for knocking down animals in the bush must not be used on 
those in the home: abaa a ysde bo wiram aboa no. yemfa mmo ofie aboa.
Nevertheless we must remember that even though the child resembles its 
father, it belongs to another group: oba ss ose nso owo abusua.

I would like to conclude with a note of appreciation first, to 
Dr, Christine Oppong, Senior Research Fellow in the Institute of African 
Studies, for organising the seminar; second, to the contributors of the 
papers published here, and last but not the least, to the participants 
whose lively interest encouraged us to establish the Family Seminar as an 
on-going series so that those working in this field can continue to 
exchange ideas and information on this important area of social change.

J. h'. Kwabena Nketia
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P R E F A C E

All e x c e p t  four of the p a p e r s  c o l l e c t e d  to gether in 
t h i s  vo lu me w e re  p r e s e n t e d  at the first of a series of 
i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  f a m i l y  r e s e a r c h  se minars, w h i c h  was 
h e l d  at the I n s t i t u t e  of A f r i c a n  S t u d i e s  of the U n i v e r s i t y  
of Ghana, L e g o n  in F e b r u a r y  1971. The p a r t i c i p a n t s  w e r e  
l e c t u r e r s  and r e s e a r c h  w o r k e r s  a t t a c h e d  c u r r e n tl y,  or in 
the past, to one of th e three U n i v e r s i t i e s  of Ghana.

T h e  g e n e ra l topic of 'the family' among the A k a n  an d 
Ewe w a s  s u g g e s t e d  in 1970 to a nu m b e r  of p e o p l e  c u r r e n t l y  
w o r k i n g  in these t w o  r e g i o n s  in the fi el d s  of so ciology, 
social a n t h r o p o l o g y ,  law, l i ng u i s t i c s ,  ge og ra p h y , 
l i t e r a t u r e  and h i s t o r y.  T h e y  were i n v i t e d  to w r it e c o n 
t r i b u t i o n s  u s i n g  the r e s u l t s  of their ow n rese a r c h e s .
T h es e t w o  areas w e r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  s e l e c t e d  f r o m  the p o i n t 
of v i e w  of their b e i n g  a m e n a b l e  to t h e  k i n d  of c o n t r o l l e d  
c o m p a r i s o n  of v a r i a b l e s ,  i n c r e a s i n g l y  u s e d  to a d va nt ag e 
in c o n t e m p o r a r y  s oci al r e s e a r c h , in p a r t i c u l a r  with r e s 
pect to mo de s of descent, i n h e r i t a n c e  an d r e s i d e n t i a l  
pa t t e r n s .  It w a s  felt i n i t i a l l y  that though t h e r e  might 
be r e l a t i v e l y  f e w  p e o p l e  in G h a n a  w h o  c l a i m e d  to be 
" d o m e s t i c  s c i e n t i s t s "  t h er e w e r e  in fa c t m a n y  w h o s e  own 
r e s e a r c h e s  i m p i n g e d  u p o n  the G h a n a i a n  family, w h il e at the 
same t i m e  c o n c e n t r a t i n g  u p o n  p r o b l e m s  w i th a legal, e c o n o m i c  
or o t h e r  e m ph as is . Th e d i s c u s s i o n s  w e r e  a t t e n d e d  b y  g r a 
duate s t u d en ts  a n d  staff of the I n s t i t u t e  of A f r i c a n  St u d i e s ,  
as we l l  as b y  m e m b e r s  of o t h e r  d e p a r t m e n t s  in L e g o n  an d al so  
C a p e  C o a s t  U n i v e r s i t y .  B e c a u s e  some of the c o n t r i b u t o r s  
we re st i l l i n v o l v e d  in t h e  p r o c e s s  of da t a c o l l e c t i o n  and 
a n a l y s i s  their p a p e r s  c o u l d  in some i n s t a n c e s  not be m o r e  
than p r e l i m i n a r y  st a t e m e n ts . It w a s  f e l t  ho w e v e r ,  that th is 
s h o u l d  not deter us f r o m  m a k i n g  th ei r c o n t r i b u t i o n s  a v a i l 
able to a wider r e a d e r s h i p .  Th u s  t h e y  were s u b s e q u e n t l y  
r e v i s e d  for p u b l i c a t i o n ,  in some c a s e s  after f u r t h e r  
d i s c u s s i o n s  w i t h  c o l l e a g u e s  in r e l a t e d  di sc i p l i n e s .

The t e r m  "f am il y" , u s e d  b o t h  in the in i t ia l  a p p r o a 
ch es  to p o t e n t i a l  p a r t i c i p a n t s  an d in t h e  s u bt it le of 
th is c o l l e c t i o n ,  wa s c h o s e n  b y  v i r t u e  o f  its i n c l u s i v e 
ne ss and i l l - d e f i n e d  c o n n o t a t i o n s ,  q u a l i t i e s  which, as 
w a s  seen d u r i n g  the d i s c u s s i o n  of s p e c i f i c  is su e s  at the 
seminar, m a k e  it t o o  vague, in its c o l l o q u i a l  u s a g e  at 
least, fo r p r e c i s e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  d o m e s t i c  and k i n  g r o u p s  
a n d  the c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  and c o m p a r i s o n  of data. It wa s



i n d i c a t e d  in the o p e n i n g  address and later r e i t e r a t e d  
th at the us e of the terms cu rrent in the l i te ra t u r e of 
so ci a l  an t h r o p o l o g y  an d sociology, such as *p a t r i l i n e a g e ', 
' m a t r i l i n e a g e ' , ' m a t r i c l a n ', ’patr ic ian' , 'descending 
kind r e d ' and ’n u c l e a r ’ ’e l e m e n t a r y ’ or 'conjugal' f a mi ly  
w o u l d  be m o re u s e f u l .

Th e or ig inal i d e a  of h o l d i n g  a se minar w o u l d  not ha ve  
b e en able to d e v e l o p  and p r o d u c e  re su l t s  but for the 
e n t h u s i a s t i c  su p p or t  and e n c o u r a g e m e n t  of Pr o f e s so r J.H. 
Nketia, the D i r e c t o r  of the Inst itut e of A f r i c a n  St udies 
and F e l l o w  of the Royal A n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  Institute, who 
o p e n e d  the seminar, took the chair d u r i n g  the first 
session and was pr e s e n t  t h r o u g h o u t  the p r o c e e d i n g s ,  as 
well as p r o v id in g  the n e c e s s a r y  f i n a n c i a l  an d technical 
a s s i s t a n c e  and h o s p i t a l i t y .  Mr. R. Gr e e n f i e l d ,  then 
A d m i n i s t r a t i v e  S e c r e t a r y  of the Institute, a l s o  h e l p e d  
from the b e g i n n i n g  wi th the smooth r u n n i n g  of affairs, 
and later in the p r o c e s s i n g  of p a p e r s  for pu bl ic at io n.  
Pr of es s o r  N a na de Graft J o h n s o n  an d Dr. E. A y i s i  kind ly  
took the chair w h e n  i n v i t e d  and h e l p e d  to steer the 
cour se of the disc ussi on s.

We were e x t r e m e l y  h o n o u r e d  to ha ve w i t h  us at th e  
se m i n a r  and at s u b s e q u e n t  d i s c u s s i o n s  P r o f e s s o r  Me ye r  
F o rtes, W i l l i a m  Wyse Prof es so r of the F a c u l t y  of 
A r c h a e o l o g y  a n d  A n t h r o p o l o g y  C a m b r i d g e . P r o f es s o r  
Fortes' s t i m u l a t i n g  op ening pa pe r on the r e v o l u t i o n a r y  
d e v e l o p m e n t s  wh ic h  to ok  p l a c e  in " f a m i l y ” studies in 
G h a n a  b e t w e e n  1920 an d 1970 set the tone of the seminar 
and has b e c o m e  the p r o l o g u e  here. We c o u l d  h a v e  i n v i t e d  
no one m o r e  f i tt e d to carry out this task, since his 
own n o w  cl a s s i c  r e s e a r c h es ,  first am on g the T a l l e n s i  of 
n o r t h e r n  G h a n a  and later among the As hanti, almo st span 
this p e r i o d  of ti m e an d h a v e  be c o m e l a n d  marks, not only 
in the f i e l d  of k i n s h i p  'studies in G h a n a  but in the 
c o n t i n e n t  of A f r i c a  as a whole. M o r e o v e r  they f o r m  
m a j o r  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  to the b o d y  of a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  l i t e 
ratu re of the world. In a d d i t i o n  P r o f e s s o r  F o r t e s  also 
p r o v i d e d  an i n t r o d u c t i o n  to the first s e ctio n of papers 
on the A k a n .

At the same time we were a l s o  very f o r t u n a t e  to h a ve  
w i t h  us P r o f e s s o r  S i m o n  Ot te n b e r g ,  C h a i r m a n  of the D e p a r t 
m e n t  of A n t h r o p o l o g y  of the U n i v e r s i t y  of Wa shin gt on , 
S e a t t l e ,  who wa s V i s i t i n g  Pr o f e s s o r  in the I n st i t u t e  of 
A f r i c a n  S t u d i e s  L e g o n  du ri ng 1970-71. H i s  cl o s i n g 
c o n t r i b u t i o n  to the s e m i n a r  has b e c o m e  the epilogue.
T h e r e  in h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  m a n n e r  he draws to ge ther some
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of the ma in t h r e a d s  of the ar g u me nt s  a n d  d i s c u s s i o n s  and 
o u t l i n e s  some p r o b l e m s  fo r fu tu re at te nt ion. U s i n g  his 
own N i g e r i a  e x p e r i e n c e  he h e l p s  to put some of the 
m a t e r i a l s  p r e s e n t e d  into a wider c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  frame of
r e f e r e n c e .

T h o u g h  no t  p r e s e n t  at the se m i n a r  hims el f, Dr. J a c k  
Goody, Sm ut s R e a d e r  and f o r m e r l y  D i r e c t o r  of th e A f r i c a n  
S t u d i e s  Centre, C a m b r i d g e  an d one of the m a j o r  c o n t e m p o r a r y  
c o n t r i b u t o r s  to G h a n a i a n  st ud i e s  of the f a m i l y  (as the 
f r e q u e n t  r e f e r e n c e s  in t h i s  volu me to hi s p u b l i s h e d  w o r k s  
i n d ica te ), k i n d l y  c o n s e n t e d  to w r i t e  the i n t r o d u c t i o n  to 
the t h i r d  c o m p a r a t i v e  s e c t i o n  of the work. In addi ti on 
Dr. D.K. Fiawoo, a s p e c i a l i s t  in E w e  e t h n o g r a p h y  and w i t h  
m a n y  y e a r s  r e s e a r c h  e x p e r i e n c e  in the f i e l d  of ch il d 
d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  f a m i l y  s t u d i e s  in G h a n a  k i n d l y  ag re ed to 
p r o v i d e  the i n t r o d u c t i o n  to the s e c t i o n  of E w e  papers. To 
th es e  and all the c o n t r i b u t o r s  in this joint e n t e r p r i s e  
we are most gr a t e f u l ,  for their e n t h u s i a s t i c  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  
a n d  p a ti e n t  help.

T h e  u l t i m a t e  p u b l i c a t i o n  of t h e s e  p r o c e e d i n g s  has 
b e e n  f i n a n c e d  by a m o s t  g e n e r o u s  grant f r o m  the F o r d  
Fo u n d a t i o n ,  to wh i c h  we are m o s t  in debted, in p a r t i c u l a r  
for the g o o d  of fi ce s  of Dr. B. C a rl so n, f o r m e r l y  of the 
N a t i o n a l  F a m i l y  P l a n n i n g  P r o g r a m m e ,  Accra. It is p l a n n e d  
that this v o l u m e  w i l l  be the f i r s t  of a s e ri es of si milar 
p u b l i c a t i o n s ,  each o n e d e a l i n g  w i t h  a s p e c t s  of f a m i l y  
r e s e a r c h  in Ghana.

H a p p i l y  the f e e l i n g  p r o v e d  to be true that m a n y  m o r e  
r e s e a r c h e r s ,  th an those w e a r i n g  o b v i o u s  l a b e l s  of " k i n s h i p  
a n d  m a r r i a g e , "  "f am il y s t u d i e s "  or " d o m e s t i c  science", we re 
not m e r e l y  i n t e r e s t e d  in m a t t e r s  a f f e c t i n g  th e " f a m i l y "  in 
ge ne ra l, but w e r e  in f a c t  c u r r e n t l y  e n g a g e d  in w o r k  d i r e c t l y  
r e l e v a n t  to t h e  f a m i l y  in m o d e r n  Ghan a. T h u s  the s e m i n a r  
wa s seen to s e r v e  as a v e h i c l e  for the e x p r e s s i o n  of 
i n t e r e s t  an d e n t h u s i a s m  b y  m a n y  m o r e  p e o p l e  than are l i s t e d  
a m o n g  the c o n t r i b u t o r s .  To t h em a n d  all r e s e a r c h  w o r k e r s  
i n t e r e s t  in f u r t h u r i n g  th e r e v o l u t i o n  in the study of the 
" d o m e s t i c  d o m a i n "  of s o c i a l  life, w h i c h  h a s  ta ke n p l a c e  
in this c o u n t r y  in the p a s t  f i f t y  ye ar s t h e s e  p a p e r s  are 
d e d i c a t e d .

C h r i s t i n e  O p p o n g
I n s t i t u t e  of A f r i c a n  S t u d i e s
Le go n
F e b r u a r y  1973.
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