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ABSTRACT: Marriages, same-sex or otherwise, are
undertaken for varied purposes. Yet, like many other
African societies, the preservation of lineages has
remained a corefactorfor contracting ruarriage cutlong
the Nankani qf Northern Ghana. Woman to woman

. marriage among the Nankani is one of the practices set
in place to sustain genealogies or the imntortality of
one's ancestry. Altltough situated within the traditional
religio-cultural system of the people, wonTan to womctn
marriage which is the only overt form of same-sex
ntarriage, contravenes both the projectecl religious and
moral code. This raises critical concerns. Among these
are the cLffrent discourses around the role oJ'wontett in
African religions, the role of women in sustaining
patriarchy, the place of same-sex nturriages, sex, and

female identity in traditional African societies. This
essay examines the aforementioned concerns froru a
Nankani daughter and woman b perspective.

Introduction
Regardless of its form or nafure, marriage is an impoftant cultural
institution among the Nankani. ' For instance, the institution of
mamiage is crucial for the attainment of personhood, identity and
maturity. Like otherAfrican societies, the celebration of marriage
among the Nankani is a sign of maturity. it ushers in a set of
responsibilities for both the individuals and the families. As
MercyAmba Oduyoye puts it, it is atmarriage that the individual's
maturity is "fully recognized, and the individual publicly accepts
the responsibility of child-bearing and rearing.

'The Nankani are one of the ethnic groups that share linguistic, cultural and
geographical characteristics with the Gurmne or F-ralra and Tallensis. Although
there are dialectical variations, linguists have continuously placed these three
groups together. See Diedrich Westermann and M. A. Bryan, Lattguages of West

A,frica. Handbook of Afr ican Languages, Part Il (England: International Afiican
Institute, 1e70), ss-6s 
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The marriage ritual is one of bonding - the physical bonding of
two individuals as sexual partners and the covenantal bonding of
two families".2 Yet, that which is generally projected in these

rnarriage settings is heterosexuality, the family as community and

its presumed sense of a genealogical continuation through
procreation. These underlying features of marriage have elevated

Leterosexual marriages to the detriment of the other types of
marriages. Nonetheless, this has not nullified the existence of
these other marriages; they have only been subordinated. It is this

subordinated status that is cur:rently being unearthed for
examination. Same-sex marriage is one of these other marriages
that are now receiving attention. This paper seeks to examine the

phenomenon of same-sex marriages within the context of woman

to woman marriage among the Nankani. As a non-heterosexual
relationship, the paper takes into consideration the intricate
internal religio-cultural dynamics of the people to investigate the

issues of sex, procreation and female identity.

According to Anne Bolin, woman to woman mariage is an

institutionalized African practice. She ob sewed that :

Woman-m arriage is a predominantiy African institr"rtion where one

woman marries another. There are a number of types of woman-
marriage, but the debates occur over the kinds of sexual practices

associated with this form of marriage and/or whether a woman-
hr,rsband is a transfonned status.'

AlthoLrgh Bolin's statement helps to iocate the phenomenon within a specific
cultural frarne, it does not exclude the current global practice of sarne-sex

relationships and marriages. The irnpofiance of the staterrent is however
sitr-rated in the context in which she identifies with the core issues under

consideration. Not only has it located the institutionaiized form of the

phenorienon in Aflrica, it also notes the fact that the practice has cultural
variations. It is within these multiple perspectives that this paper investigates

tl.re issue with special interest in the role of women in the Nankani religio-
cultural system.

'Mercy An.rba Oduyoye, "Wotlen and Ritual in Africa," h The Wll to Arise"

Wtme'n, Tradition, and the Chtrch in Africa, eds. Mercy An.rba Oduyoye and

Musimbi R. A. I(anyoro (New York: Orbis Books, 2001), 1 3.

'Anne Bolin, "Traversing Gender: Cultural context and gender practices," in
Gentler Rey,ersals and Gender Ctrltutres: Anthropological a.nd Historical
Perspectives, ed. Sabrina Petra Ramet (London and New York: Routledge, 1996),

31.



According to .hhrr Mbiti and Kwame Gyekye, African religions
are built into the Lulture.o The need to consider these two aspects
of life and soeiety as;a composite unit is tirus relevant. Besides,
there is no better way of underst4nding the contextual practice of
woman to'worfian mlrriage among the Nankani except through
the religio-culhrral lens.

This paper forms part of the ongoing search for women's roles in
religion. It searches for the female identity within an overt
culturally proclaimed female practice. It questions the concepts of
marriage, sex .dnd chastity within this African religio-cultural
system. It alsotnterrffates the role of the ancestors and patriarchy
by examining!om9of the cunning ways in which religion is used
to sustain male hegemony in the Nankani traditional society.
Finally, it reiterates the discourse on whether the presence of
women in religio-cultural practices is synonymous with female
identity and empowerment. It acknowledges the view that
contemporary discourses on same-sex marriages are
cross-cultural, although not universal.' Similarly, it recognizes the
viewpoint that diicourses around same-sex *u.riug", ate
controversial and stir up different emotions in people. owhile for
some groups ofpeople itmay be a welcome relief to discuss these
practices openly as this enable other people to know about the
diverse forms of the phenomena, for others, it is received with
disdain and contempt. Yet for another group, it does not make a
difference. Within these assumed emotional expressions is the
view that same-sex marriage has a long historical and religio-
cultural standing in rnany societies.LY.

' 'ea{, ._,.{f .a
' t,n .n- '; '".

'John S, Mbitr,AfrieanReligions andPhilosophy(London: Heinemann, 1969), l-5
and Kwerrre.Gyfry.i fmdition and Modernity; Philusopthit'ul Refiectious orr tha
Atrie un Expeiiede p.r6w ?erk and Ox lord; Ox I'ord University Press, I 997).17 ,

'Bol in, "Traversin! Gender",22-43,
nRaymond M, Lee and Claire M, Renzetti, "Problems of Researching Sensitive
Topies: An Overview and Introduetion," in Researelting Sensitive Topies', eds,
Claire M, Renzetti and $.Qymond M. tee (tondon and New Delhi; SAGE
Prrhlicnrions tbqlt t-tf .



This seems to contradict the perceived notitih-'that it is a

contemporary practice, especially in Africa. Steptpn O. Murray
and Wiil Roscoe have shown that although it may seem all very
co nfu s in g", s ame - s ex m arri ag e " i s ne ither randorr-i'nor ac c i dental"
because 

-it is a consistent and logical feature ofAfrican societies

andbeliefsystems".' 
,

Contextualizing Woman to Woman Marriage
The theoretical frame from which an understandi+g of woman to
woman marriage can be attained is situated. wilhin- patlarchy.
Rosemary Ruether puts this succinctly as the "ruh of the father"'
Expanding this, she states that "[p]atriarchy refe-rs to sys.tems of
legal, soclal, economic, and political relations that validate and

.riforc" the sovereignty of male heads of families over dependent

persons in the houseltold".'

This is crucial for comprehending the phenometron among the

Nankani. This is becauie the Nankani are both patriarchal and

patrilineal. Power and authority are not only vested. in. men,

descent and identity is traced through the male parent.' Kinship
and descent are therefore crucial features of the Nankani religio-
cultural system. They determine the socio-political and jural right
of the individual. This has placed a high premium on male
centered genealogies, making it a regulative focqs for
relationships and practices, except that which is related to the sz.lo

(maternal blood and lineage).

The patrilineal heritage system has also contributed to the central
role bf ancestral spirits as legal heads and custodians of existing
families. This presupposes that one's ancestry or 'family tree'
must be visibly present as a source of identify, strength and
personal stabiliiy.- The Nankani specifically consider the.visible
pt...rr." of the natal household as a spiritual, moral and socio-
political power base. This re-enforces the genealogical link on

which many religio-cultural practices are hinged.

'stephen O. Murray and Will Roscoe, "Preface: 'A11 Very Confusingr" ty Boy-

Wit'es ctnd Fentale iTttsbancls; Sntdies of African Homosentalities, eds. Stephen O.

Mr-uray and Will Roscoe (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1998), xv'

'Rosemary Radford, Ruether "Patriarchy," \n Dictionary of Feminist.Theologies,
eds. Letty M. Russell and J. Shannon Clarkson (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster

John Knox Press, 1 996), 205.
"Meyer Fortes, Relrglon, Morality and the !9f?y, Essays on Tullensi Religion
(Cairbridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 194.
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My focus is, however, not on ancestors and for this reason, I will
not dwell on ancestors except in instances in which it sheds light
on the phenomenon of woman to woman marriage among the
Nankani. My concern is on how the belief in ancestors and the
survival of one's male ancestry is central to the female's identity
and religio-cultural worldview.

Secondly, it also seeks to unravel how the preservation ofthe natal
lineage is structured into the female's social-political system such
that the traditional Nankani female perceives it as an asset worth
sustaining. It is within these_dynamics that this type of wom_an to
women marriage can be deciphered, hence the trend of this
investigation.

In this regard, it is important to state a few basic issues in the
Nankani religio-cultural system. This is to provide some
background information on the Nankani with the hope of
facilitating a better understanding of the phenomenon. As a
patriarchal and patrilineal society, male ancestors are at the core of
the of the belief system. Even though there are female ancestors,
they are not the basic unit of identity, authority or succession. As
such, the primary obligation of an heir or successor is to his male
deceased parent. It is the deceased father that must be
acknowledged, institutionalized and worshipped. It is also
through him that the family's petitions are channeled to the rest of
one's forebears.'o For this reason Fortes declared that"aperson
who leaves no descendants cannot become an ancestor spirlt"." It
must be added that such a fellow's identity is annihilated. The
remark to such a death among the Nankani is 'what a pity'. It is a
pity because his identity is lost forever. Although the view that a
person cannot attain ancestorhood without children is paramount,
the emphasis among the Nankani is placed on having male
descendants. It is only a son who can institutionalize his deceased
father as an ancestor and whose descendants are acknowledged as
part ofthe lineage. Fortes capturedthis among the Tallensi as:

[P]ersonhood is not regarded as complete and fulfiiled until
ancestorhood is assured and for this one must have surviving children,
at least a son to install one as an ancestor. To die childless, therefore, not
only condemns one to oblivion, it negates_the entire personhood that
might have been achieve during a li[e time. ''

'nFortes, Religion, Morality and the Person.74-5.
"M. Fortes, "Ancestor Worship," rnAfrican Systems of Thought: Studies Presented
and Discussed at the Third Intemational African Seminar in Salisbmy, December
1.9 6 0 (London, N ew York and Toronto : Oxford University Press, 1 9 65), I 6.
''Fortes. Religion, Morality and the Person, 193.
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Thus the prime roles of sons in the overall religio-cultura1 system

;;;G';# funr*ni is a driving force. wrth a general focus on

*"i.1?."tlty, it means thui u *ai" figure'is regqTgd for therormal

;;;i*;;iiiie. Ir is tt",.r.fore not an Issue of childlessness but that

;f"li;;;t s ;;;". N;";;ih.1.rt, having a girl mav .su.ffic.e 
if the right

,r.urui.i are taken. fh.r.fore, the s-tatdments 'it is okay'or 'it is

better than nothing'are aPPlied'

To understandthis aspect of the discussion, there is needto digress

into sorne other are-a'i of the Nanl<ani religio-cultural dynamics.

The birth of a son u*ong tn. Nankani is wel*comed as the anival of

l;;;i;;!. Hii-iJentity ;nd authoriry are-acquired with respect to

his biological identity at birth'^ Th,e first born son ls helr or

,*..rroi hence, ieiponsible for-building r1no1 his family's

iir."g. anA neritage.Irresp^ective of modemrxbanrzation' a son's

i.iini[.ufturaf iaEntrty is fixed to his natal home. In other words,

ffif; p.;r;;h;;a una it."tity are tiedto maleness. yet, unlike that

oi icientity, p"rrorrhood cin only be fully achieved thlgugh

cnltauearing. u prorp..t that can only t e achi-eved with the aid of a

ier"uf". Foithe-Narit *i, however, such a status (personhood).is

;;;"grrJ irrt*gii t.lected channels' Among these channels'

marriage is Paramount.

ontheotherhand,thebirlhofadaughterisheraldedwiththe
noiion tnut she belongs to anorher household by virnre of a future

,"-"iii"g..-ffris impies that she is presented with a multiple

il;;,,ry f.; the oltsJ. That is, a piesent identity jn her natal

ir;;; ind a future t". in a marital home. Yet for the Nankani the

situation is not as rr*pr. as that. For the Nankani, the female's life

ffier_muitiple identities transcend life to

a."t[. Wiile alive-Is a daughter, her personal, spiritual, political

ur.i--ro.io-cuttural identiry" is align6d to her natal home and

1.*;*;;. In her marriage life, 
"her identity .becomes dual.

Aiiffigh her immediate uid socio-cultural ideirtity is transferred

i;;;h;r natal kinsmentto h.r marital kinsmen, her spiritual and

,".i"-p"fiii."i li."ttt, transcends her marital home to her natal

r1o*..Trr. Nunr.ani-iiy, a woman has two homes. while in her

;;;i;"i ho*", tr,.'tuyJ ii u* going home', referring to her natal

home andvice versa.

Butthisisnotjustthewoman,sprojeclion.Herhusbandandhis
Lid;;;.howtJge this. At ttre bi.th of h.t first child, a fowl is

sent to the womanis-r.utal home for a thanksgiving ritual to her

ancestors.
19 | Ghana Bulletin o/'Theolog Volurme 4 ,2012



other ritLral obligations transcending her rnaritar life are also
respected and conducted by her husband. At death her funeral rites
are performed at the two homesteads. First, in her marital horne
andlater integrated withirer natal ancestry. ''It is only after this her
son(s) can seek to retrieve her, if they wish to make her an
ancestress in their family. This shifting identity status of the
Nankani fernale presents n-rultiple issues ln relation to power and
authority, and the politics associated with them, as well as
inheritance. while her personhood and sense of maturity are
linked to marriage, her identity is always tied to the men in hei life.

For this reason, the Nankani female is not only identifiecl with two
socio-political iineages, she_ is also responsible for promoting and
sustaining both. Her roie, whether in her natal or maritai farnily, is
seen in this context. This analogy is expressed in tire statements
budaa nrueti lteri (a man builds a house) and, poka rnali yeri (a
woman maintains or repairs a house). In other words, a man must
make sure that he has sons to carry on after him. Forthe worxan.
ensuring the above is not her primary task. Hers is to expancl the
family-networks through in-law relationships and rater through
her off-sprirrg: ''. This notwithstanding, she is also expected 1o
help the men in her life with their tas[. Thrs is not jusi a moral
l:sponsibility; it_is for her religious and political security as well.
This is because her spiritual needs in both horles are channeled
through the male figure. She is therefore expected to nourish ancl
resuscitate her families when the need arises. This is the context irr
which a daughter functions in woman to woman mamiage.

Another way of obtaining understanding of the phenomeno'r and the
attendant reiigio-cultura1 dynamics is 

-to exa,rine what I hereby
describe as 'the tree'and'its root'.

From the Nankani religio-cultural background, the physical
presence of a son can be seen and symbolized as a tiee. The
daughter on the other hand lepresents the root. A tree needs roots
for support and nourishment. Nonetheless, it must be visibly alive
to be seen and identified as such. In this respect, the tree (son)
depends on its roots (daughter) who through mar:riage disappears
from her natal homestead to form the interconnectin[ links bi'the
root'.to supporl 'the tree'. Through a daughter,s itarriage, she
provides the sons initially with wealth in the iorm of bride-riealth.

''Fortes, Relry ion, Morality and the Person,70.

''Alastair Scobie, Ilonten of Afi.ica (London: Cassell, 1960),26.
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A lasting relationship is further created through the establishment
of in-1aw relationships which is concretized through childbearing.
This is the primary role of the Nankani girl-child. However, this
primary function rnay be disrupted in times of crisis. In an
unfortunate event where a family has no sons or loses all its sons,
the primary duty of the son may fall on the daughter. In this case
we may say the root has to spurt a new shoot from which the tree or
both tree and root may regain life. Without this her immediate
ancestry ceases to exist. Similarly, the socio-politrcal security
accrued fiom having a blood family which is religio-culturally
presented as a fundamental spiritual supporl of the woman in her
exogalnous rnantal setting would be lost. Traditionally, the
Narrkani woman in this situation is wrthout honor. The desire to re-
establish one's natal ancestry is therefore an 'honor'and a basic
need for daughters in these circumstatlces. Yet, to
reinstate one's ancestry means to reinstate the rnale figure through
the provision of a son in the natal homestead.

To effect tl'iis, a special avenue must be created for the daughter.
Woman to woman marriage is one of these special ar:rangements.
This is because femaies are not religio-culturally accepted as
heirs, successors or religious leaders within this patriarchal
system.'' lt is a system that "women have no juridical
independence and therefore no religious status in their own
right".'"

According to Joseph Akinele Omoyajowo, although wofilen are
fundamental in African religion, the religious sphere "is so
fundamentally masculine" that "women are not accorded any
visibly prominent status in religious matters". ''It is prectsely this
ambivalent context that raises questions. This is the case of
woman to woman marriage among the Nankani and it is this
interconnectedness of issues that makes it relevant for discussion.

''Fortcs, Religion, Morality ancl the Person,T 6.
'"Fortes, Religion, Morcrlitlt crncl the Person,75. See also Afi Atnadiune, Male
Duughters and Female Hu,sbancls; Gender and Sex in an Africau Soci.ety (London:
ZedPrcss, 1981),69.
''JosephAkinele Orroyajowo "The Place of Women inAfrican Traditional Religion
and anlong the Yorr"rba," in A[t.ican T"aditional Religions In Contemporary Society,
ed. Jacob K. Olupona (Minnesota: Paragon Hous e, \99 1), 7 3.

2l ) Ghana Bulletin o./ Tlteology Volgme 4 .2012



Woman to Woman Marriage among the Nankani

Woman to woman maniage among the Nankani is the last

desperate religio-cultural practice employed to reclaim and

reinstate the male genealogical descent structure of the people. It
is embarked on only after all other attempts to resuscitate a

depleted male stock in a family have failed. The family here refers

to ihe extended African family system. This includes the first son

or heir and his immediate family as well as all his siblings and their

families. It however excludes those of his female siblings. As first
son, he represents the head of the family in all spheres of life. He is

the brother, husband and father to all under him. His younger

siblings'wives and children might refer to him as 'senior'husband

or father. Previously, these distinctions were not made' All
mamiages were spearheaded by the first son and all the children

bore his name. In his absence or death, the next in line takes over.

Currently, this practice has changed and children now bear their

own fathers'names. Nonetheless, this was the context in which

woman to woman marriage took place. If for any reason a family
in this context could not reproduce a male Successor or heir, then

such a family was in a process of annihilation. To prevent this,

daughters then stood in to raise the heir. It was not applicable to the

individual; that amounted to alienation and selfishness and such a

case hadno place inthe system.

Woman to woman m arciagewas and, debatably,'* still is a practice

where a poyaa (matured daughter) is either allowed to or called

upon to marry another woman under her median identity for the

continuous propagation of her natal ancestry. This kind of
marriage is usually arranged and contracted by the daughter's

kinsmetr who deem it necessary to preserve their kinsman's

lineage and heritage. The wife in this marriage is expected to

chooie her sex partners discreetly from her matrimonial clan or

community.'"
''The cunent status of this practice is debatable. While it is diffrcult to encounter any

practical example of thJ phenomena, the framework under which it operates

presents few avenr,es foi public disclosures. The general view is that it is

iisappearing. There is however need for further investigation and analysis so as to

determine the curent state of affairs'

''See Geoffrey Parrinder, Sexual Morality itt
Oneworld, 1996), 145.

the Worlds Religions (Oxford:
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The men involved in the reiationship are culturally aware that they
have no claim to the children. The children from this arrangement
are accorded full religio- cultural and social status of the deceased

whose name they bear.

The biological father of these children may be perceived as a
'sperm donor' for the religio-cultural father whose name was used
to contract the marriage. In this sense, the deceased man begets his
children posthumously. In this special context, the wife is not a
widow in the normal sense; she is a wife of the living. She cannot
be inherited or married as in the levirate system. In the same vein,
she is not confined by the rules of chastity which prohibit
adultery."'At the same time, she is not considered adulterous.

Another significant factor of this practice is the role and status of
tl-re daughter. For the purpose of streamlining the identities of the
two women involved in this scenario, their traditional identities as

'daughter' and 'wife'will be maintained in the discussion. Unlike
the wife, the daughter's role is still circumvented by the rest of the
religio-political norms. Despite playing the role of a male,
representingade.facto head of the household, she is notperceived
as the heir. Neither is she perceived as male. As a result, she does
not inherit the family properly, that is, if there is any.

These will be under the control of her male kinsmen until an heir is
produced and is capable of assuming control. Her role is therefore
supervisory, hoiding the forl for the future heir and/or successor.
Similarly, all religious and cultural practices related to the family
are channeled through her male kinsmen, although this must be
done with her knowledge and consent. The wife is also not
identified as the wife of the daughter but as the wife of the
deceased relation whose name was used in the marriage contract.
The daughter is thus identifled as the caretaker of the said fellow's
wife. Although she is referred to as a siruz (husband) if the woman
was married with a brother's identity, it is not taken literally. This
is because Nankani daughters are 'husbands'to their sisters-in-
laws. On the other hand, she may also be referred to as a daughter

t"See Mbiti,l/r ican Religions ancl Philosophy,l44-5.

231 Ghano Bulletin of Theologt Volurne 4 ,2012



if a parental name was used for the marriage. In other words, the

daughter's presence in her natal home represents the presence of
the family and through her the family lives to perform its socio-

cultural roles in the society. For the Nankani, a stranger does not

go to an empty house. The need for a presence is thus symbolized

by the daughter.

Other Religio-cultural Practices

Woman to woman marriage among the Nankani can be properly

understood within the context of other religio-cultural practices.

As noted, it is the last resort, which implies there are other

preceding altematives. Among Nankani and Gumnne speaking

communities, a daughter may be prohibited from marrying. The

pulpose of this injunction is to detain her as a surviving legitimate

member of a family to 'stay home' and remain unmarried.'' The

aim of this injunction is to place her in a special category of
representation so as to enable her to bear an heir or son to replenish

her depleted male lineage. In placing her in such a special

category, she obtains cefiain rights and privileges. She is not

proclaimed or viewed as a son or male, but her children who under

the prevailing norm do not constitute members of hsr family will
now acquire that identity. She is not perceived as a woman (wife).

She remains a daughter and it is this identity that is crucial to her

role. This role, however, puts her ambiguously outside the

traditionally demarcated boundaries in which daughters usually

operate.

As stated, every Nankani girl-child has multiple or shifting
rdentities. As a resuit of this, they do not have the right of
inheritance in their natal homes. Secondly, because paternity is the

source of authority and identity, a daughter's child is denied these.

Children under this category were not supposed to exist, because

marriage is the normal setting for childbearing; hence, the system

had no provisions for the daughter's child. In order to contravene

''R. S. Rattray,The Tribes of theAshanti Hinterland (Oxford: Clarendon

Press,1932),269.
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this norm for the acceptance of a daughter's child as a legitimate

heir, an official proclamation or vow is needed by the female's

father or his next of kin (male). It is this vow which also excludes

l-rer from marriage. The case must be well founded and established

for the integrity of the future heir and lineage. Thus, she must

remain a spinster or face the spiritual and socio-cultural

consequences of 'breaking the covenant' set for her. She, more or

less, becomes a taboo daughter in tetms of mar:riage. Declaring her

as sorneone 'set apart' secures the unique masculine role she is

called to play.

From then on, suitors are rejected on the groutrds that she is
forbidden to marry. Persistent suitors may however be tolerated
after notification. The interpretations given to this is associated

with the man's lust. Under such a context, the relationship is no

longer viewed as courtship; hence, it has no cultural backing for
any future marriage or paternity claims. Thus the man's presence

is tolerated for the inherent benefit of the daughter conceiving.

Children from this category bear the names of their mother's
ancestry. Other than this, the daughter chooses her lovers from her
not-so-near kin, yiyen zaba (home lover) or ta-zaba (near kin
lover)." This places the daughter in a somewhat ambiguous
position. Although her sexual life is not restricted or monitored,
her choice of sexual partners must fall within a range in which
neither incest nor paternity claims can be made.''' As in woman to
woman marriage, the daughter's role and identity are silent. The

children take up her father's name and identity, Her first bom son

becomes heir and successor ofthe family. As heir, he is structurally
situated. He also inherits the status and roles as other sons begotten
by the male members of the clan. Nonetheless, his religious
obligations must be rendered through his mother's immediate

24
Ialnlty.

"A, AgnesApuslgah, "Gender, Vulnerability and the Politie s of Dee ision-making in
Ghana: The Case of the Upper East Region," Ghana Journetl ef Developntent

Strrrlie,r I (2004); 15,

"See Robert Parkin, Kinship; An htroeh,tctian to the Basie eaneepls (Oxford:

Blaekwell Publishers, 1997), 47 -9.
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The biological parentage is strategically suppressed while the
religio-culturally identity, the mother's lineage identity is
projected. On the other hand, if for some reasons, the children
born by the daughter are females and the possibility of getting the

heir is diminishing by virtre of age, the final option, woman to
womanmarriage as described above, is employed.

According to some of the prevailing narratives, in desperate

situations, special arrangements can be tnade for existing
mariages to be abrogated to enable a daughter to return to her
natal home to rescue her lineage. The roles of such daughters fall
within the two scenarios already discussed. If she is capable of
bearing cl-rildren, she does so herself. Where the daughter is past
childbearing age, she may marq/ another woman to do so. This
parlicular case takes place in extreme situations. References are

situated in misfortunes or crisis in which the heir(s) of the family
dies. Examples of this may be found within tribai conflicts or war
situations where entire families or clans can be killed. In such a

case, a manied daughter who might have survived due to the
exogamous marriage system refurns home with the duty of
restoring her ancestry. The reinstatement of a maried woman as

daughter is essential for establishing woman to wotnan marriages
among the Nankani. Females must be daughters when perforrning
this role because the phenomenon takes place within the natal
home context. The essence is that they are not contracting the
marriage for themselves but for a specific purpose and that must
take place in the proper setting. To reinstate her natal genealogy,
her identity as an unmarried daughter must be firmly established.
Traditionally, daughters who felt responsible for restoring their
ancestry had a sense of achievement and fulfiliment after a son

was provided. For even though females are culturally socialized to
know that they belong to 'another house'through mariage, they
are equaily informed that having a natal home is crucial to
attaining identity and security in their marriage context. Nankani
children are taught the proverb, 'you do not use your left hand to
point at your natal home'. One's natal horne is so important that it
must be accorded all the necessary respect. The used of a left hand
in this case is a sign of disrespect. Females therefore grow up
believins that havins a survivins natal home is as much an



irnporlant parl of their lives as it is to have a marital home. It ts a

source of security and pride to be able to refer to one's natal home

and family while in a mariage. Thus daughters willingly play
these self-denying roles as a duty and with spiritual undeftones.

Yet, womanto womanmariage is sometimes misunderstood and,

in the process, other socio-cultural practices are interpreted as parl
of the phenomenon. There is need to differentiate such closely
related practices for a clear understanding of what is and what is
not. That is to say, in a situation where the woman's status as a wife
is maintained, the practice cannot be realized. A wife in her
matrimonial home cannot marry another woman. Although the

practice can be interpreted as an affront to the dignity of her
matrimonial kinsmen and daughters, it is classified as a taboo. A
wife can and may affange for a young woman of her choice for
maniage to her husband or his relations but cannot many for him
or herself. Although it is often casually referred to as 'a woman
has married a younger wife for her huSband', her role is
structurally seen as facilitating the marriage. This particular
process finds expression in a context where a baren or aging wife
affanges for her husband to marry a younger woman from her
family or community. This practice is quite common. Elderly
Nankani women or women whose son's are married are

traditionally expected to withdraw from sexual intercourse." To
facilitate this withdrawal from sex without denying the man's
sexual needs, some women arrange for younger wives for their
lrusbands."'

Perhaps this is to facilitate understanding and to help
provide peaceful relations among the co-wives. Yet it may
also be a way of placing the first wife in the position of
power and authority. What is important is that this does not
form part ofwoman to woman marriage.

"See Mbiti, 4ican Religions and Philosophy, 1.46.

"'This practice is rooted in the traditional notion of the ideal wontan.



Marriage without Sex?
The question arising from these narratives concerns the contextual
understanding of mar:riage and whether or not a rnaniage can
exist without sex. Nonetheless, the underlying assumptions on
these two do not produce clear-cut solutions. Traditronal
mariage, the presumed centre of sexual relations, also puts
emphasis the union of families. At the individual level, it is a sign
of maturity and readiness for responsibility." Responsibility here
includes that which reiates to mature members of the community,
in-law relations, that which pertains to the marriage itseif and,
subsequently, its procreative aspect. It is also the beginning of the
individual's personal joumey to the fullness of life and
independence (personhood). In the context of rnen, it is a journey
that initials a path towards that individual's personal genealogy.
This is principally because mar:riage remains the setting for
producing successors andior family heirs.
Although there are other ways. for men to engage in sexual
relationships, the children from these are not readily recognized,
hence, cannot succeed unless specific agreements and rites
relative to the specific situations are performed. Marriage is
therefore fundamental for the establishment of the indivtdual's
socio-cultural legitimacy and 1dentiry. '?8

This places prime importance on rnamiage in the traditional
setting as the centre for procreation and therefore sex. It also sets
marriage within heterosexual relationships where the procreative
role of the couple is most visible. In this setting, men have the
primary responsibility to perpetuate their lineage with their wives
who are either 'sought for' or 'given tnto'rnarriage to play the
supportive role. In the exogamous marriage system, this helps to
locate the identity of the children. It is the one who seeks, who has
ownership of that which is found, If rnarriage is thus set in
heterosexual relationships with a desired aim of procreation, then
it presupposes that the topic of diseussion is either wrong or
misleading,

"See Mer cy Amba Odr"ryoye , Beael,g anel Stt'unels; Reflee lioul oJ'an Afrie an Wtman
etn ehrislianit,l,in Af iea (eattrerottn, e16 anel Regntrm Al'rica,2002),81 and
Oyeronke Olajubu, Wamen in the Yorubq ReligirttLs Sphere, Forward by Jaeob t(,
Olupona (Albany State; Univcrsity ofNew York Press, 2003), 95-7,
t*Toyin 

Ftrlola,The Petwer of ,4ft'ieart Cultures (Roehester: University slRoehester



This is because, if marriage is the traditional home of sex, in which
the parties form the legitimate centre of procreation, then both sex

and heterosexual relationships are necessary. This excludes any

notion of same-sex marriage or a marriage without sex.

Nonetheless, it is within this setting that this topic finds

expression. This is because the traditional Nankani rnarriage does

not require or stress on the consummation of a marriage by the

couple for its validity. Instead, it considers the marriage rites in
which a male identity and family is identified. In this respect,

rnarriages can be contracted for very old men who are sexually
inactive as well as for impotent and sterile men." In these

rnarriages, the socio-political and reproductive needs of the men

are discreetly ar:ranged with a community member. Similarly,
when a martied man dies before having children his widow may
be encouraged to stay on so as to bear him children posthumously.
This is because without a remarriage her children belong to her
deceased husband. These are the usual forms of providing
continuity and preseruing lineages. It is only when these measures

have failed that the daughter's role comes into effect.

The framework is simply transferred to woman to woman
rnarriage when the religio-cultural need of securing an heir is

required. This is because a Nankani daughter can help her brother
to marry in addition to being referred to as a husband by his wife.
Besides, in woman to woman marriage, it is the married woman's
biological function and the already culturally accepted masculine
identrty of the daughter that are essential. In this situation, no

sexual relationship is required between the two women. They are

already, culturally, 'husband' and 'wife' if the said wife was

married to a brother. As such, no overl notions or reference is
made to a sexual relationship between the two. Perhaps such a

view is based on the understanding thal the women involved have

the culturally prescribed avenues for meeting their sexual desires.

'"Allan Wolsey Cardinall, The Natives oJ'the Northeru Territories of the Gold Coast

Their Cttstoms, ReLigion and Folklore (London: Routledge,1920),75-6. On sterile

or i rlrpotent nren see Mbiti. Mbit| Afr ic a n Re ligi o n s a n d P h i t o s o pl t y, 7 47 .



As such questions about sex between the two women are
perceived as ridiculous. The presence of the two women to effect
the phenomenon is to provide the religio-cultural conditions as
well as companionship. This is especially essential where there
are no surviving members in the household. In other words, there
are marriages without sex in the traditional Nankani society. yet,
in placing sex, procreation and identity within the context of
heterosexual marriage relationships contradicts same-sex
marriage. It is thus in this perspective that woman to woman
marriage or the daughter's role and identity subdued.

Implications of the Traditional Concept of Chastity
Traditionally, chastity is a major preoccupation of the African
discourse on morality. For the Nankani, chastity lies within the
domain of sex and sexuality. This involves the biological
distinctions of male-female, intercourse as well as procreation.'o
Chastity in this sense is primarily a heterosexual moral construct,
taking into consideration that which is culturally 'right, proper
andlor normal'. Irrespective' of recent scholarly criticism of sush
constructs and their inherent tendency to privilege heterosexuality
against other sexual brientations, the Nankani uphold this view.''
Thus, without engaging in the inkicacies of this discourse, it
throws light on the divergent views on the situation. Chastity
among the Nankani is an all-embracing term. Although traditional
chastity norms precede marriage, its primary focus is on female
sexuality within marriage.

'nlloyda Fanusie, "sexuality and Women in African Culture,', in The Will to Arise:
Wmen, Tradition, and"the Church in Africa, eds, Mercy Amba Oduyoye and

Musimbi R. A, Kanyoro (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 200 1), l4 L
''Maiella McFaddeu and Ian Sneddon, 'sexuality', in Gender and psychologt, eds.

Karen Trew and John Kremer (London, New York, Sydney andAuckland: Arnold,
1 998),48,
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The custodians of marital chastity are the ancestors and they are

noted to exact punishment on women during childbearing. In a

study on chastity in the Naga traditional area, a Nankani
community, Rose Mary Akurigu observed that females are not
only expected to abstain from sex until marriage, they must be

faithful to their "husband until her death or after the death and final
funeral rites of her husband have been performed"." This is

because the traditional concept of death is not complete until the
final funeral rites are performed to usher the deceased into the
ancestral abode. Thus the physical death ofa husband does not end

a marriage. It is the ritual separation that brings the marriage to an

end and unlike a man; a woman must wait until the process is

over unless otherwise required. Woman to woman marriage and
all the other practices aimed at the production of heirs contravene
the general norms of chastity. As shown in the narratives, the
females in both daughter and wife bategories.are religio-culturally
permitted to break the rules within the prescribed limits in order to
achieve the ultimate objective. In this context, not only are the
rules on chastity broken, the norrns regarding marriage as well as

the identity and status of a daughter's child are all broken with the
consent and blessings ofthe ancestors. This is one of the areas this
paper seeks to bring to the fore for questioning. Mbiti contends all
these practices, though culturally specific, are part of the religious
systems of the African." Yet there is need to question further on
the identity and stafus of the daughter caught in this structural
arrangement.

African Religio-cultural Tladitions and Female Identity
There is cross-cultural acknowledgement that women take on
responsibilities which transcend their specific cultural
constructed gender divides. Some of these duties demand self-
denial and unquestionable devotion. Although these tasks are

usually recognized as crucial and sometimes indispensable, they
do not always earn women respect or a place as men. Even though
this perspective varies in respect to societies and religious
traditions, very often, the task seem to be given better public
reco gnition than the-female executor,

'lltlhiti A{rinnn Polioinnc nnd Philncnnhtt 14R



In Ghana, women are accorded the saying, 'women are the pillars

of society' or 'women hold up half the sky' yet when it comes to

sharing the honor for the work done, the language is immediately
transformed to 'what/who is a woman?to lmmediately, the

woman's visibility, voice andidentity are muted.'"

This inconsistency is a major concern for women. In her

contribution to a volume on the Turning Points in Religious

Studies, Ursula King noted that the crucial role of feminism has

been to find visibilit!, voice and identity for women in an entirely
andocentric and masculine world. Nonetheiess, King moved

beyond this with a request to scholars to transcend the secular

sphere to the religious realm of life. For King, there has been a

concentration on the secular area of gender to the detriment of the

religious where, she argues, the precepts, beliefs and practices

related to gender originate.'u The need to unearth some of these

embedded traditions for re-examination is crucial in questioning

the current status and/or identity ofwomen in r.eligion and society.

This is also crucial in arriving at and forunderstanding the female

identity in its 'collected and fractured'forms."

The quest to understand the identity of the African woillan within
its specific religio-cultural and historical contexts has drawn
manyAfrican scholars to different spectrums of the discourse. For
some, acknowledging the patriarchal nature of the world and its

subsequent subordination and suppression of

tosee ChristineObbo,African Women; Their Strugglefor Economic Indepettdence

(London: ZedPress, 1980), 1.

t5Fiona Bowie , The Anthropology of Religion; An Introthrction (Oxford: Blackwell

Publishers, 2000), 94-7.

"'Ursula I(ng, "Religion and Gender," in TLrning Points in Religior.ts Studie,s, ed.

Ursula King (T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1 990), I 75.

"Judith Butler, "collected and Fractured: Response to ft/entities," in lderttities,eds.
Kwame Anthony Appiah and Henry Louis Gates, Jr' (Chicago and London: The

University ofChicago Press, 1995),439-41 .



wolnen is crucial to strengthening both the individual and/or
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It is true that some cases defy strict gender categorization but we
must also question the extent to which these instances present
ambiguities. In order that the right understanding of the situation
may be obtained, scholars must interrogate the intricate
relationships of sex, sexuality and the crucial issue of female
identity in the Africa context.oo As shown in this paper, the
contextual nuances cannot be viewed simply as instances of
inclusivity, exclusivity and/or fl exibility.o' The various scenarios
present inherent ambiguities and there is need to move beyond
this traditional overt construct of 'woman to woman
maniage'to examine the hidden exploitation and denial of the
female's personal identity in the roles she plays. Thus the study
questions the .arguments surrounding gender inclusivity and
flexibility. It calls on researchers to transcend the overt projection
of gender flexibility and female empowennent to the intricate
dynamics therein. Traditionally, women are said to play
complementary roles

Among the Nankani and Gurunne speakers, elderly women are
perceived as toolluum (warmth or heat).'u In her research on the
traditional concept of toolluum as a potential conservationist
practice for sustainable development in the Northern part of
Ghana, Apusigah identified among its diverse meanings and
connotations, a gendered dimension.o'

o'WairimuNgaruiya 
Njambi andWilliam E. O'Brien, "Revisiting'Woman-Woman

Marriage': Notes on GikuyuWomen," inAfrican Geider Studiis; A Reader Q\ew
York and England: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 1 45 -65.

o'See 
also Beverly J. Stoeltje, "Asante Queenmothers: A Study in Identity and

Continuity," in Gender and ldentity in Africa, eds. Mechthild Reh and Gudrun
Ludwar-Ene (Mi.inster/Hamburg, 1995), 1 6.

o"Agnes AtiaApusigah, "Toolluum: AGenderedAfrican Conceptwith Potential for
Development," A draft paper presented at the CODESzuA Annual Campus on
African Kaowledge Systems, Dakaq Seneg al, (May 2006), 2.

n'Apusigah, 
" Tb olluum," 4-5 .
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Apusigah particularly noted titled and elderly women as

toolluum, it is however worth adding that the relentless

selflessness of women form part of toolluum. As is often
expressed, it is only when a man has a wife that he has a home'

Woman to woman marriage and the other religio-cultural
constmcts in which women are used to secure male heirs form part

of toolluum. Without their identities as individuals or collectively
as women, these traditional women have served their families,
clans and communities, providing the warmth of life when the

need arises. Yet, these Nankani women form the quorum of
"[w]omen as a muted group" as observedby Fiona Bowie.ot Bowie
attributes this to language and ritual. For her, it is "language, and

ritual that maintain a heterosexual view of 'normality' and

morality. Their [wbmen] experiences of the world, their models,

are 'muted' in relation to the hegemonic voices of those in
power"." Women form both the subjects and objects of woman to

woman marriages, yet both their collective and individual
identities are lost in the process and history keeps no record of
them because they were and still are never to be known. For the

Nankani all that matters is the male and his identity and only this

has been preserved. All that is there is the conceptual frame but
who are they and which genealogies can be traced to them?

Conclusion

It is important to keep in mind that woman to woman marriage is

the final attempt in rescuing a male centered lineage from total
oblivion. For that reason, it is situated within a context in which
thbre are no men."The phenomenon operates,within the disguised

umbrella of masculinity. According to tradition, the daughter who

heeds the pledge of her family in these matters is exalted and

religiously blessed. Her obedience and role in the perpetuation of
her ancestry is held as a sacred duty.

"' Bowie, The Anthropo lo gy of Religion, 9 4.

" Bowie, The Anthropo I ogy of Religion, 96.



In spite of the differences in traditions, some of the issues are
cross-cultural. Not only does patriarchy continue to emerge as a
major global phenomenon, the use of biological sex
differentiation as the primary conceptualizationof gender is also
present among the Nankani.'o The peculiarity of these narratives
lies in the roles and identity status arising from this gender
framework where biological sex confers identity and status on the
individual. The difference between the Nankani and other woman
to woman marriage nar:ratives is the fact that for the Nankani,
one's biological identity and status are fixed irrespective of the
role performed. This is where Nankani daughters stand at a loss.
The projection of one identity to the detriment of the other is
coached in the Nankani proverb 'a woman does not behead a
snake after killing it'. For the Nankani, irrespective of the
magnitude of the act or achievement, it must find its expression
through a man. Hence, even though daughters take up the
responsibility of restoring the lineage, the effort finds
expression in the form of a male identity. This is similar to the
Akan proverbs, 'when a woman buys a gun, it is placed in a man's
room' or "a woman is a flower in a garden; her husband is the fence
around it".'' Although Mbiti tried to sets his proverb within the
framework of gender complementarity, his discourse illustrated
female subordination. In other words, a woman's manifest
potentials are contained and controlled by a man."

The narratives also illustrate that traditional women transcended
the gender boundaries of their cultures. This notwithstanding,
woman-to-woman marriage among the Nankani is not seen as an
alternative marriage system. Unlike Igbo 'female husbands'or the
complex scenario among the Gikuyu,'3 the Nankani perspective is
not empowering to the women.'o

t'Karen 
Trew, "ldentity and the Selfl" in Gender and Psychology eds. Karen Trew

and John Kremer (London, New York, Sydney andAuckland, \998),4-7 .

'' Falo la, Th e P ow e r of Afri c an C ul t ure s, 25 0 -3 .

"Mbiti, John S., 1991,'Flowers in the Garden: The Role of Women inAfrican
Religion', in Jacob, K. Olupona (ed.), Afi,ican Traditional Religions In
Contemporary Society,Mirnesota, Paragon House, p. 68.
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It is a masculine construct and the desired aim is to sustain
patriarchy. Although these examples have added another
perspective to the discourse on women's roles in the traditional
African society, they have also contributedto the curent discourse
on woman-to-woman marriage on the African continent. For the
Nankani, family membership or identity is dependent on one's
natal home, where natal identity is linked to a male figure. The
alignment of religious authority and responsibility, identity and
inheritance on the male identity denies the woman a place and
identity in the structure. Yet, underlying these Nankani scenarios
is the issue raised by feminists on the role of women in
maintaining and perpetuating patriarchal structures and systems."
This is one other perspective that calls for a critical examination of
women's inclusion in traditional practices. Besides, there is an
emerging new outlook and attitude to the practices discussed here.
Contemporary Nankani men and women are questioning and
challenging these traditional gender frameworks. Thus, there is
need for a broader study of the phenomena to include cur:rent
views and their impact on this traditional practice.

" Mury Daly, Pure Lust; Elemental Feminist Philosophy (London:
Women's Press, I 984), 144.
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