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Ngaamihi atu ki te tangata whenua o Aotearoa. Hw korowai koutou mo 
takumahi kei roto I terei Kaupapa.  
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ngaa kooti. Te mate kai, waa maatou mate katoa me waa maatou tuakiri 
ahurei e memeha haere katahi ka tuutakawiwiri. 

Ki ngaa kaawai rangatira, ngaa iwi me ngaa papakaainga e koopikopiko 
nei i ngaa awa nunui, ki runga ki raro ki waenganui. Ki te iwi of the Jola 
teenei ka taakoha mai i tooku this taonga ki a koutou. 

E hii ake ana te ataakura,  

He tio, he huka, he hou huu 

Ki nga rangatira katoa, ngaa kawai ariki hoki. Ki nga iwi o Jola e nei i 
ngaa papakaainga e koopikopiko nei i ngaa awa nunui, ki runga ki raro ki 
waenganui. Ki te iwi o Jola teenei ka taakoha mai i tooku thesis ki a 
koutou. 

E hii ake ana te ataakura, 

He tio, he huka, he hou huu. 
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Figure 1: Alice Welbourne, Stepping Stone’s creator, in The Gambia. 
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Glossary 
Technical words. 
 
Agnatic. Relationships through the male line. 
Affinal. Relationships through marriage. 
Cognatic. Relationships based on descendance through the male and female line. 
Conscientization. 
 

“An ongoing process by which a learner moves toward critical 
consciousness…breaking through prevailing mythologies to reach new levels 
of awareness—in particular, awareness of oppression, being an "object" of 
others’ will rather than a self-determining "subject." The process of 
conscientization involves identifying contradictions in experience through 
dialogue and becoming part of the process of changing the world” (Goldbard, 
A. 2006). Term used by Paulo Freire. 

Cultural 
arbitrary. 

A cultural value imposed by the dominant group as a marker of status. This 
enables the reproduction of the existing structure of power relations in 
society, the cumulative effect is to deny the validity of any other cultural 
perspective, which is symbolic violence (Bourdieu). 

Doxa. Denotes society's ‘taken-for-granted’, unquestioned truths. The experience 
by which the natural and social world appears as self-evident. It encompasses 
what falls within the limits of the thinkable and the sayable. An individual 
with a ‘well formed’ habitus will have a high concordance with the prevalent 
doxa, making this doxa imperceptible to them (Bourdieu). 

Dialectical 
materialism.  

Philosophical concept derived from Marx and Engel’s theory of knowledge 
(the opposite is metaphysical idealism).  
The dialectical approach sees everything as interacting and in continual 
process of becoming and ceasing to be. Nothing is permanent, but everything 
changes and is eventually superseded. All concepts/things contain their own 
contradiction e.g. the church was heavily promoted by European colonisers 
to increase their control of the colonised, but the inherent contradictions 
between the bible and the lived experience of the colonised became 
instrumental in the birth of many African independence movements 
(Davidson 1966).  
These conflicts are the driving force for change, and eventually transform or 
dissolve the original concept or thing.  
Materialism is the belief that individuals can only gain knowledge of things 
through their practical interaction with them. Therefore, nothing can be 
thought unless the material environment contains the ingredients necessary 
for that particular thought to occur, e.g. you have to domesticate horses 
before you can imagine riding etc. etc.  

Dialogue 
 

To enter into dialogue presupposes equality amongst participants. Each must 
trust the others; there must be mutual respect and love (care and 
commitment). Each one must question what he or she knows and realize that 
through dialogue existing thoughts will change and new knowledge will be 
created (Freire) 

Emergent 
property. 

Any emergent property which is quite different from the overt and enduring 
patterning of social life. A property not possessed by any of the component 
parts individually, and that would not be possessed by the full set of parts in 
the absence of a structuring set of relations between them. Can be personal, 
structural, or cultural (which includes the world of ideas). (Archer). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oppression
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arlene_Goldbard
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Emic. The analysis of cultural phenomena from the perspective of one who 
participates in the culture being studied. Emic knowledge and interpretations 
are those existing within a culture, that are determined by local custom, 
meaning, and belief. 

Etic. The analysis of cultural phenomena from the perspective of one who does 
not participate in the culture being studied. Etic knowledge refers to 
generalizations about human behaviour that are considered universally true, 
and commonly links cultural practices to factors of interest to the researcher 
(such as economic or ecological conditions) that cultural insiders may not 
consider very relevant. 

Field. Social field, a bounded area of sociological study. A part of social life 
governed by rules (created by the participants in the field) which is orientated 
to the accumulation of a specific form of capital and influences participants’ 
behaviour (Bourdieu). 

Habitus. Ingrained habits, beliefs, skills, and dispositions. Embodied cultural capital, 
consciously acquired, and passively inherited by socialisation to culture and 
tradition.  
According to Bourdieu; an entire system of schemes of perception, 
appreciation, and action, these dispositions lend order to customary social 
behaviour by functioning as "the generative basis of structured…practice" 
(Bourdieu 1979). 

Hexis. The tendency to hold and use one’s body in a certain way, such as posture 
and accent. Part of habitus (Bourdieu). 

Illusio. The belief that the ‘game’ we collectively agree to play is worth playing, 
leading to pleasure in participating. Belief that the fiction we collectively 
create constitutes reality (Bourdieu). 

M1 The putative mechanism behind an observed social regularity or 
phenomenon (Realistic Evaluation). 

M2 The new, or altered, mechanism behind an observed social regularity or 
phenomenon following an intervention (Realistic Evaluation). 

Personal identity. “Who am I for myself”: the concerns, values, and goals that motivate an 
individual (Archer). 

Praxis. Action/Reflection: It is not enough for people to come together in dialogue in 
order to gain knowledge of their social reality. They must act together upon 
their environment in order to critically reflect upon their reality and so 
transform it through further action and critical reflection (Freire). 

Sexarche. Age of onset of sexual activity. 
Social identity. “Who am I for others”: social role and position (Archer). 
Symbolic 
violence. 

The cultural restrictions imposed by doxa and illusio represent symbolic 
violence by the those with power against those without, because language 
and concepts have become subservient to the dominant form of social 
organisation, and alternative ways of seeing the world have been suppressed 
(Bourdieu). 

Uterine. Relationships through the female line. 
 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socialization
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African words. 
 
Afun gureng. The ‘bull roarer’. Mask worn by the ‘jungle master’, or senior man in charge 

of Futampaf, which is usually a hereditary position. Like the Kankurang in 
appearance and behaviour but a different entity (Jola). 

Akinorreh. Lover (Jola) 
Alkalo. Village head man, often an inherited position (Mandinka). 
Assebul. A man’s sister’s son or maternal nephew. Denotes a special relationship 

which maintains a link between the sons of kurimenack and their maternal 
family, who are likely to provide one of their daughters to be the nephew’s 
wife (Jola).  

Awasen. Traditional Jola religion. The word is derived from kawasen (Jola) which 
means to propitiate at a shrine. Households bury a bull’s skull to 
communicate with, and use the spirits of the ancestors (ukine) for divination, 
by making palm wine libations (Linares 1985). Propitiators are known as 
awasenao. In the Awasen system there is an overall God known as Emitai (of 
the sky), beneath him are spirits (Ammahl). People with a “big head” can see 
and intercede with spirits. People move between the spirit world and our 
world through birth, death, and rebirth. Dreams are memories of the soul’s 
travels in the spirit world. Emitai gives some people with big heads the task of 
collecting souls of those who die.  

Bukinorab. Traditional sexual relationship between a wife and her brother-in-law, or 
other member of husband’s extended family. 

Bunkab. Very green maize beer, consumed at Futampaf (Jola). 
Chagayya. “Prostitute -like” (Wolof). 
Daara. A school where young children learn the Quran by heart in Arabic. Sénégalese 

word for Madrassa (Arabic). 
Ebune. Awasen shrine run by the kuriimen (Jola). 
Ejumbi. Bull’s horn mask worn by male initiates. 
Ifang Bondi. ‘He who appears by himself’. Powerful, neutral, Jola spirit.  

Said to look similar to a kankurang (Jola). 
Furamben. Awasen shrine run by the kuseek (Jola). 
Futampaf. Huge, male initiation celebration lasting a week, each village has one every 

20-30 years (Jola). 
Hank. The extended family going back 3 generations through the male line (Jola). 
Horomo. Respect (Mandinka). 
Jalango. A powerful, capricious spirit capable of evil. Often embodied in a tree, each 

family would have access to a Jalango and provide offerings to keep it co-
operative. 

Jinoo. A djin, or spirit who may interfere in human affairs (Mandinka). 
Kabilo. Organisation of all the women in a village or neighbourhood. Co-ordinated by 

the kabilo head (Mandinka). 
Kafo. Age-sex work group with a common interest, often available for hire 

(Mandinka). 
Kambaj. A boy who is being initiated (Jola). 
Kankurang. ‘He who dresses himself’. Masculine mask dressed in bark, used to discipline 

women and youth, and to protect the community from witches (Mandinka). 
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Kanyeling yaa. ‘The way of the kaneyling’. A society for women with fertility problems. 
Kanyelings do the opposite of what would be required by the emphasized 
femininity so that the spirits who are perceived to be affecting their fertility 
do not notice them, or are unaware of their presence. 

Kassanga. A kussaya who eats human flesh as well as souls (Jola). 
Kijarmark. A curse on a brother who has a relationship with his sister-in-law. He 

becomes sick when he eats food at the ceremony for her baby (Jola).  
Kompo. Mask with a pole on top of its head and dressed in leaves (Jola). 
Kubityumark. A romantic attachment to a married woman (Jola). 
Kurimen(ack). The women of a family who have married out to other families (Jola) 
Kussaya. Male or female witch (Jola) i.e. people with a ‘big head’ who like to consume 

(‘eat’) souls, which slowly kills their victims (Baum 2004). 
Kusseek. The wives of a village who have married in from other families (Jola). 
Mamai. The maternal uncle of an Assebul (Jola). 
Marabout. Islamic wise man, preacher, or healer (Mandinka). 
Navetaine. The Jola practice of regional migration for paid work during the dry season. 
Nyaakaa. Ceremony of female genital mutilation, lasts for one week (Mandinka). 
Nyaakaa Buro. Celebration of ritual washing of girl initiates one year after Nyaakaa 

(Mandinka). 
Nyasimba. Female circumciser, usually a member of the blacksmith’s caste. 
Satee kafo. Decision making body consisting of all the legitimate residents of a village 

(excluding stranger farmers). A mass meeting of the satee kafo is the most 
powerful decision-making body.  

Salibo. Request for financial help. Visitation by the women of one village to the men 
of another (Mandinka). 

Sasa! Now! (Kiswahili). 
Sutoro. Secrecy. The opposite of gossiping (Mandinka). 
Tobaski. The Islamic festival of Eid al-Adha which occurs approximately 70 days after 

the end of Ramadan is known as Tobaski in West Africa (the great feast – 
Wolof). Rams are slaughtered to commemorate the willingness of Abraham 
to sacrifice his son Ishmael as an act of obedience to God, before God 
provided him with a sheep to sacrifice instead.  

Tostan. Breakthrough (Wolof). 
Ukine. A family spirit honoured with male and female shrines (Jola). 
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Abstract 
This extended case study explores the process of social change in two Gambian Jola 

communities, whose participation in the Stepping Stones HIV prevention programme in 1998, 

caused them to end intimate partner violence (IPV).  

Research Question: 

How did the Stepping Stones programme prevent intimate partner violence in two West 

African communities: what was the mechanism of change, was there any evidence of change 

in the social reproduction of the patriarchal marital system before or after the intervention, 

and how does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 

 

Starting from the theoretical origins of Stepping Stones in the philosophy of Paulo Freire, this 

study aims to develop a theory of change for Stepping Stones, which could be used to 

understand and evaluate cultural action and empowerment in general. The study includes a 

review of the history of the region, and analysis of interviews and focus groups with 

intervention and control communities. Data collection focussed on gender identity, the 

marital system and the social control of marital disharmony, past and present. 

Findings. 

Production and social activity were divided by gender. Most IPV occurred in the context of 

the polygynous marital system, which used arranged marriage and daughter exchange to 

maintain the extended family. Young women were often married to much older men and love 

marriages were unusual. Emotional satisfaction could be derived from extramarital 

relationships, which had their own cultural forms predating conversion to Islam in the 1930s. 

The jealousy of older husbands towards their younger wives was a significant driver for IPV. 

When husbands gave inadequate financial support to their wives, there was increased 

participation in extra-marital relationships as wives tried to secure the money needed to look 

after their children. Cash cropping had been promoted from the 1920s by the colonial powers, 

which caused a change in the gendered relations of agricultural production and a move away 

from collective labour and responsibility. Men’s domination of cash cropping allowed them 

to sequester financial resources.  
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Stepping Stones utilised a gendered analysis, working simultaneously with groups of 

husbands and wives; together and apart, ‘privately’ and ‘publicly’, using a ‘fission and fusion’ 

strategy. This led to a democratisation of social space, in which women were afforded the 

opportunity to strengthen their corporate identity in private discussion amongst themselves 

and their voices were given equal weight to the men in public discussion. The programme 

ended with proposals for change from each group which were accepted by consensus. The 

community agreed to try to end extramarital relationships, and in return husbands would 

financially support their wives and include them in household decision-making. This 

represented a role change for women from ‘wife’ to ‘partner’. 

The cessation of violence had the support of men and women because they shared the goals 

of happy relationships, families, and communities. It was successful because the quality of 

marital relationships improved, and because of the imposition of ‘bylaws’ against violence. 

Women acted individually, together, and with community members to ensure the ban was 

successful. Following the programme, marital relationships continued to improve. In the early 

days some of the changes were contested, but by the time of the study there seemed to be a 

comfortable acceptance of the wives’ new role, and many husbands and wives described their 

relationships as becoming increasingly loving. The cumulative involvement of wives in 

household decisions appeared to induce a change in social norms against the continuation of 

arranged marriages for their daughters. 

Freire’s theory of pedagogy was inadequate for explaining the Stepping Stones process of 

change without the critical perspectives of both Margaret Archer and Pierre Bourdieu. 
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Introduction 
I am a General Practitioner in New Zealand, I have previously worked in HIV medicine and 

health policy. I have a clinical interest in preventing and treating Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD).  

I have been interested in empowerment since my medical student elective, exploring 

community participation in comprehensive primary health care, in Nicaragua and Costa Rica. 

Around this time, I was influenced by Paulo Freire’s ‘the Pedagogy of the Oppressed’, and by 

contact with two college friends doing innovative participatory work in development1. I was 

therefore excited to have the opportunity to apply participatory techniques for HIV 

prevention in 1996, working for the British Medical Research Council (MRC-UK) unit in The 

Gambia, West Africa. 

I adapted the participatory Stepping Stones HIV prevention programme designed by Alice 

Welbourn, and we ran a pilot evaluation in two communities considered to be at risk from 

HIV. To our surprise both communities banned intimate partner violence (IPV) as part of their 

HIV prevention strategy. The programme also seemed to have spectacular effects on the 

quality of marital relationships. In our analysis, the behaviour change that occurred resulted 

from rational and pragmatic decisions made by the participants, but I felt that I did not 

understand the bigger picture.  

This was brought home to me years later when I asked a Stepping Stones facilitator whether 

she had been intimidated about delivering a programme which contained western, feminist, 

and human rights-based ideas. She answered, that as far as she was concerned, it advocated 

a return to fundamental Islamic values. At this point I realised that I knew much less about 

the programme than I thought. I therefore decided to investigate what happened as part of a 

PhD, which I started at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. If there was a 

robust theory for the empowerment process, evaluations would become more informative, 

more sensitive, and cheaper. This thesis is an attempt to elaborate such a theory. 

 

1 Ian Scoones and Andrea Cornwall. 
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After the fieldwork in 2003, there was a significant delay in analysis because I had to emigrate 

to New Zealand for personal reasons. I was not able to re-register for my PhD until 2009 when 

I re-registered part-time with the University of Otago. Subsequently I also suspended my 

registration for 3 years around the births of children. I believe the increased gestation has 

made this a better thesis. 

Epistemology is the study of knowledge, its truth and validity. Ontology is the study of the 

nature of being, what it means to be, and what kinds of things exist. The Stepping Stones pilot 

evaluation was based in epidemiology which is highly ‘epistemic’, but Stepping Stones is 

based in the philosophy of Paulo Freire which is highly ‘ontological’. I argue that this 

philosophical tension between the intervention and evaluation led to two problems: the 

‘epistemic fallacy’ and the ‘scholastic fallacy’. I attempt to correct these in this thesis.  

The thesis is divided into ten chapters. In the first chapter I review how the pilot evaluation 

was outcomes driven and treated Stepping Stones as a ‘black box’. I hypothesise that we could 

not understand how the intervention worked, because causality was imputed from statistical 

association (the epistemic fallacy). I propose a better understanding could be achieved 

through an ontological investigation using ‘glass box’ theory to construct a model of change 

based on generative causality. I discuss the basic tenets of pedagogic theory, the rationale of 

the Stepping Stones programme, and the process by which I adapted it for The Gambia.  

In Chapter 2 I discuss the second problem of the ‘scholastic fallacy’. If we want to understand 

how a programme works, we must measure all of its effects rather than just the outcomes 

we are interested in. This requires a strong process evaluation with a high ‘content validity’, 

(towards the content of the programme): therefore, since empowerment programmes 

assume that most people are oppressed and need liberation, any evaluation must include a 

critical theory of power. In critical theory, power affects the researchers and their work 

situations as much as it affects the researched. The scholastic fallacy occurs when researchers 

are influenced by their personal environment but lack an objective view about how their 

thinking has been predetermined. In my case this had led to an excessive faith in the 

experimental method, which in retrospect was inadequate for the task. I propose that 

Realistic Evaluation is the most appropriate mid-level theory for the evaluation of behaviour 

change.  
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I chose the extended case method (ECM) methodology, because it allows the researcher to 

test the applicability of a theory. This is done through in-depth examination of the socio-

cultural determinants of the behaviour being investigated. Stepping Stones is based on Paulo 

Freire’s Critical Pedagogy (CP), and since the evaluation theory needs to correlate with the 

intervention, I started from his theoretical position. I then analysed the data from the 

perspective of three critical theories: Margaret Archer’s morphogenic approach (MA), Pierre 

Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice (ToP), and Paulo Freire’s CP2. There is a theoretical justification 

of why I think they are compatible in Annex D. 

The extended case study 

Chapter 3 is a literature review of Jola social structure and culture. I review the impact of 

colonial engagement and the arrival of Islam; on Jola economy, social structure, and culture, 

from 1450 to the present. For politico-economic reasons, there was significant immigration 

from the Jola heartland in the Casamance region of Southern Sénégal into The Gambia, and 

the Jola intermarried with the Islamic Mandinka who lived there. This led to some adoption 

of Mandinka custom and practice known as ‘Mandingisation’. When confronted by external 

forces, however, the Jola adapted their cultural practice to preserve their social structure, 

property relations and ethnic identity. I review the literature on marriage and the social 

construction of gender. In the area studied, the Jola are mainly Islamic and polygynous. I 

describe the patriarchal kinship system of daughter exchange. Based on arranged marriage, 

this maintains a patriarchal social structure in which most resources are controlled by men. I 

discuss cases from the literature, in which men intervened to preserve their entitlement 

during times of economic change. They made structural interventions relating to the gender 

division of labour, and cultural interventions such as changes in the use of masquerade. I 

discuss how women contested these changes with cultural interventions of their own.  

  

 

2 This ‘ontological pluralism’ was a defence against the ‘ontological fallacy’ in which the researcher makes their 
observations fit the theory. 
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Fieldwork 

I describe the field work methods in Ch. 4 and discuss the results in Ch. 5 to 9. I apply a realist 

evaluation approach to the cessation of IPV by dividing the data into context (Ch. 5, 6, 7), 

mechanism (Ch. 8), and outcome (Ch. 9). 

In Ch. 5-7, I explore the social context through analysis of interviewee’s accounts of past Jola 

social practice. In Ch. 5 I discuss the structure of the marital system and use Bourdieu’s ‘forms 

of capital’ to explain why the patriarchal system is dependent on daughter exchange. I 

describe the operation of arranged marriage including; cases of resistance and sanctions; the 

semi-formalised nature of extra-marital relationships; and the impact of socio-structural 

changes which emerged in the 20th century. 

In Ch. 6, I examine the cultural system that supports the structural system. I continue with 

Bourdieu to analyse how children are trained into their gender roles (habitus), and prepared 

for marriage by instilling the values of respect, endurance and secrecy, which are reinforced 

during initiation. The use of violence was integral in the training process, and for some women 

continued in their marriage. I discuss the roles of operant and classical conditioning in the 

training of habitus, as embodied dispositions and less embodied beliefs, and examine how 

some women actively participated in this conditioned, socio-cultural reality (illusio), while 

others rejected it. That is, habitus was determinant for some, but others acted with 

autonomous agency, prioritising personal identity over threats to social identity (e.g. 

sanctions). This supports a critical realist theory of practice. 

In Ch. 7, I summarise the structural and cultural changes identified in the previous two 

chapters as emergent properties related to modernity and Islam. At the time of this study The 

Gambia was experiencing rapid change. The most important structural emergent properties 

of modernity were globalisation (commodities, salaried employment, and the international 

market economy), girls’ education, and infrastructure development. The cultural emergent 

properties relevant to women were: Islam, civil rights discourse, and legislation. Arranged 

marriage was made possible by women having a low status, but Stepping Stones was played 

out against a background of changes that favoured women’s economic development which 

could have influenced the resultant cultural action.  
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Since independence globalisation had acted to increase women’s poverty, however salaried 

employment (which requires a school system and market economy) enhanced women’s 

cultural status and gave them more freedom as to whether to accept arranged marriage or 

not. In the future women’s status may continue to increase because of salaried work and civil-

rights discourse, or may be inhibited by the negative effects of globalisation and Islamic 

fundamentalism.  

In Chapter 8 I discuss the mechanism of Stepping Stones; that is, how Stepping Stones induced 

cultural action, and how the culture of agents affected a process in which agents changed 

culture. After the programme there was continuity in the values of respect, endurance, and 

secrecy, and the ultimate concerns for success in marriage that the participants held before 

the programme. I identified key changes in the following areas. 

In Ch. 9 I explore how the outcome of a cessation in IPV was achieved. IPV was ended through 

a combination of change in personal identity, negotiated social identity and community 

action. Women acted alone, in solidarity, and collectively with each other and with men, to 

sustain change. There had been a cultural change in the balance of power without structural 

change, as women changed their social role from wife to partner. Wellbeing was increased by 

changes in resource distribution and co-operation, and there was evidence that normative 

change increased with the passage of time. This suggested that there might be structural 

morphogenesis in the future. 

Key components of the Stepping Stones mechanism. 
1. The reorganisation of social space gave the women an equal voice to the men.  
2. Critical dialogue led to conscientization. 
3. Organising women as corporate agents enabled them to advocate for their vested interests. 
4. As a sociodramatic event Stepping Stones facilitated the re-framing of narratives for 

reconciliation, consensus and legitimation. 
5. Facilitated negotiation between men and women established community wide policies.  
6. Action plans facilitated implementation of these policies. 
7. Praxis (dialogue and collective agency on the outside world) based on fairness and respect 

led to the emergence of relational goods such as empathy, understanding and objectivity 
(social ways of knowing), within the family and the community. 

8. Authentic dialogue between husbands and wives. The accrual of decisions made with 
women's input, led to the emergence of a more emancipatory culture. 

9. Authentic dialogue between community members produced relational goods such as social 
cohesion. 
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In Chapter 10 I use the MA to describe a critical realist ‘glass box’ model of how participants 

were empowered by Stepping Stones. Since all social change is made by agents in response 

to change in their environment, I applied the MA to personal emergence and change in 

agency. I returned to the conundrum I had during the pilot study: why were the participants 

so overwhelmingly positive about the programme? I discuss the emotional content of the 

data, and how there were secondary and tertiary changes in personal and social identity. 

Having acknowledged the transactional, negotiated, aspects of Stepping Stones, I explore the 

commonalities of several programmes which have shown success with gender training. I 

agree with other researchers that gender consciousness, relationship skills, and economic 

resources are all important in improvement of relationship quality. I hypothesise that 

pedagogy caused the emergence of relational goods such as empathy, hope and love by 

promoting authentic communication and increasing social objectivity through collective 

dialogue. I then correlate the critical pedagogy of the Stepping Stones programme with the 

MA to propose a glass box model. 

Finally, I return to the MRC recommendations for theory driven process evaluation, in the 

evaluation of complex interventions. Practical experience tells us, that behaviour change 

often necessitates the challenging of preconceived beliefs so that they can be replaced with 

more useful ones. We spend less time, however, thinking about why our preconceptions take 

the form that they do, or why they need to be challenged. I argue that Theory Based 

Evaluation is inadequate for empowerment programmes because it restricts itself to 

programme logic. Empowerment cannot be evaluated without a theory (or economy) of 

power. I suggest a taxonomy derived from my abducted critical realist theory that could be 

used for the evaluation of empowerment programmes in the future.  
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Part 1: Background

Figure 3: Stepping Stones participants. 
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 The problem: epistemic fallacy 
 

 

 

The epistemic fallacy is the masked-man fallacy taken from philosophy and applied to science. 
Reasoning is rendered invalid by a flaw in logic which occurs when we substitute two identical 
entities in a statement. In the example below identity is substituted, or conflated, with 
‘knowing’.  
 
Premise 1: I know who Bob is. 
Premise 2: I do not know who the masked man is. 
Conclusion: Therefore, Bob is not the masked man. 
 
In symbolic form, these arguments are invalid. 

• X is Z  • I know who X is. 
• Y is Z, or Y is not Z. • I do not know who Y is. 
• Therefore, X is not Y. • Therefore, X is not Y. 

 
We mistakenly believe that what we know about something is what it is. We cannot freely 
substitute one character for the other because we know different things about them. Being 
something is different from knowing (or believing) something. Here is an example pertinent 
to this thesis:. 
 

• I know how HIV can be prevented. 
• I do not know how violence against women can be prevented. 
• Therefore, the prevention of HIV and the prevention of violence are not the same. 

 
Critical realists claim that the epistemic fallacy operates when we use randomised controlled 
trials to study human behaviour. For example, a statistical association between A and B may 
lead us to attribute causality between them. This is known as successionist causality, when 
“causality is mistakenly believed to be...an expectation (of regularity)…The error in this case is 
ontological: the thinker who commits the epistemic fallacy does not appreciate that causality 
is a feature of the physical world, operative in virtue of the real powers of entities.” (Groff 
2004) p. 38. In the social sciences, statistical associations describe, but do not reveal causality. 

 

Table 1-1: Definition of the epistemic fallacy. 
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 Introduction 
This thesis originated from an HIV prevention research project that I co-ordinated between 

1995 and 2002, at the British Medical Research Council (MRC) unit in The Gambia. This project 

used the participatory Stepping Stones HIV prevention programme to reduce risky sexual 

behaviour and prevent sexually transmitted diseases amongst the Jola people living in the 

Foni region of The Gambia (Paine 2002). Direct measurement of these outcomes proved 

technically difficult, but unexpectedly the programme led to a complete cessation of intimate 

partner violence (IPV). Using a participatory paradigm, we asked the villagers to explain why 

these changes occurred. Although the villagers did as we requested, I still felt my 

understanding was incomplete.  

My problems with this work were twofold. Firstly, based as it was on the principals of 

epidemiology and the randomised controlled trial, I felt the experimental method was 

inappropriate for understanding the intervention (the epistemic fallacy). Secondly there was 

a philosophical tension between an intervention (based in critical theory and emancipatory 

practice), and health promotion theories which have no tools for analysing relationships of 

power (the scholastic fallacy). I undertook this thesis to achieve a deeper understanding of 

the relationship between the intervention, local cultural factors, and the unexpected 

outcome, to better inform future evaluations of empowerment interventions. In this chapter, 

I give a brief introduction to The Gambia, the history of the project, and its evaluation. 

 The Gambia 
The Gambia is the country occupying both banks of the Gambia river, in the westernmost part 

of Africa. It is south of the Sahara and surrounded by Sénégal. There are seven ethnic groups 

in the country, the largest being the Mandinka followed by the Fula, Wolof and Jola. The Jola 

people reside in the Casamance river delta in Southern Sénégal, extending north to the south 

bank of the Gambia river where our project was based. They have occupied this area for over 

five hundred years (Faal 1997). Unlike their neighbours they never formed a kingdom, but 

operated politically as a unified network of clans.  
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The Gambia was a British protectorate from 1886 until independence in 1965. The Gambian 

Jola converting peacably to Islam between 1901 and 1930. In the Casamance the Jola 

continued to call for independence; first from French colonisation and then from Sénégal. 

Between 1982 and 2014 they fought an unsuccesful independence war, and it is likely that 

this conflict contributed to an increased ante-natal prevalence of HIV and syphilis amongst 

the Gambian Jola (O'Donovan 1995)1. The rates were less than 3%, but were still significantly 

higher than other ethnic groups. Of immediate concern was the fact that, as seasonal 

 

1 There are two relevant sentinel surveillance sites – Ziguinchor in the Casamance and Sibanor in The Foni, in 2001 
Sibanor had the highest prevalence of HIV 1 & 21 (Whittle et al.1998) in the Gambia, while Ziguinchor had the 
highest prevalence in Senegal (Meda et al 1999).  

SENEGAL 

SENEGAL 

Figure 4: Distribution of the Jola people. 
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migrants, the Jola travelled to all the urban centres along the coast. This finding led directly 

to our study and I started working there at the end of 1995.  

At that time The Gambia was the 18th poorest country in the world (UNCTAD 1998). It had a 

population of about 1.1 million and the main economic activity was subsistence agriculture 

and fishing. About 70% of the rural population lived in extreme poverty, only 14% of 13-18 

year olds attended school and 97% of rural women were illiterate (Paine 2002). HIV 

prevalence was 2% and no one had publicly declared themselves to be HIV positive. From the 

fertility point of view, it was in the economic interest of rural men to have many children; for 

example in one area the total fertility rate for men was 12.0 compared with 6.8 for women. 

Men achieved this total fertility rate through polygyny and arranged marriage (Ratcliffe 2000). 

Male and female initiation and genital mutilation (GM) were widely practised. Traditionally, 

women could not own land, and their income belonged to their husband. 

Many of the potential risks for HIV related to political and economic position. Migration (Pison 

1993), poverty, and polygyny (Halton 2003) were all known to increase HIV transmission. The 

war in the Casamance was probably also a major driver in the spread of HIV because of 

societal breakdown and the disruption of health services. However, the Jola were also at risk 

from HIV, even without the war, because of cultural factors (Enel 1995). 

After the 1995 ante-natal prevalence figures were released, the World Bank funded an 

anthropologist, Catherine Enel, to to do a rapid ethnographic assessment, and to look for 

possible explanations2. She concluded that: 

“The prevalence of arranged marriage, which is supposed to be a lifelong relationship that 

precludes other sexual contacts, may be one factor related to the high rate of STIs. This is 

because unsatisfactory relationships within marriage may encourage extramarital contacts 

which are a well recognised feature of life of many people in the area. Extramarital sexual 

intercourse occurs for many reasons and in a wide variety of situations including the large 

initiation festivals. Although it invariably involves some kind of exchange this does not 

 

2Catherine was an a well known anthopologist and expert on nuptuality, and sexual behaviour surveys. She 
worked mainly in Mlomp, a Jola community in Southern Senegal for the French Institut de Recherche pour le 
Développement, (IRD). The study was qualitative and encompassed about 50 interviews. 
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mean that it should be considered as equivalent to the commercial sex found in urban 

centres. However women often give the need for financial support as the main reason for 

extramarital relationships” (Enel 1995). 

She also noted that 

“There is a widespread and frequent experience of STIs in the...area. As a result STIs, 

although poorly understood, are percieved by the community as an important health 

problem. In contrast, AIDS is not seen as an immediate threat. As a consequence, 

information campaigns directed at STIs are more likely to have an effect on sexual 

behaviour and condom use than are those which are soley concerned with HIV.” 

Catherine was convinced that the nuptual system was of critical importance, and recognised 

that Mandinka influence may have changed it. 

Marriage, as a powerful social institution, with its patterns and its rules, norms and 

permissiveness about sexual behaviours, was the first institution I studied. I cannot agree 

more with (Carael 1994) when they write “it remains true...that in most societies, 

marriage is the pole around which sexual culture is organised, and the dominant 

marriage system in a specific society usually shapes sexuality before, within and after 

marriage”…While the impact of the Islamic penetration and Mandinka influence cannot be 

denied, it is hard to assess their interrelationships after this premiminary study” 

(Enel 1995). 

Enel recommended further quantitative studies of sexual behaviour to ascertain whether 

there were in fact more extramarital relationships in the Jola community. 

Six months later I was recruited to join the MRC to design and evaluate an intervention that 

could increase the public response to the HIV epidemic amongst the Jola. There was no time 

for further formative research because the MRC unit was in a five-year competitive funding 

cycle. New projects needed to be conceived and produce results in one cycle.  

Because of prejudice, Gambian AIDS patients would not share their diagnosis except on a 

need-to-know basis, and so to increase the public response to the epidemic we needed to 

target the general population. There was general agreement that this would be difficult 
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because we would have to circumvent social taboos around the discussion of sexual 

intercourse. In addition, the difficulties facing an outsider charged with designing a culturally 

acceptable intervention, to change culturally embedded behaviour, would be immense. 

However, I was a firm believer in the power of Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) 

techniques which were advocated by Robert Chambers and others. PLA is widely used by the 

NGO community for economic development. I wondered whether these techniques could be 

used in the fight against HIV by asking communities to design their own intervention in a 

bottom-up process.  

In 1995 I attended the 9th International Conference for AIDS and Sexually Transmitted 

Diseases (STIs) in Africa in Kampala, Uganda. Here I met two groups of people who influenced 

the project. These were the researchers from the Mwanza intervention trial, who had 

completed an epidemiological study which showed that syndromic management of STIs 

decreased the incidence of HIV infection; and Alice Welbourn, an anthropologist who had 

designed a participatory HIV prevention programme called Stepping Stones. Alice, an 

anthropologist who, was one of a number, who applied a gender perspective to PLA 

techniques (Guijt 1998). With the help of experienced Ugandan PLA facilitators, she 

developed the Stepping Stones workshop programme in 1995 to discuss the problems of HIV 

within one community (Welbourn 1995).  

 The origin of Stepping Stones 
PLA originated from Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA). RRA was created by rural development 

practitioners as a radical methodology for tackling social problems 3 , and represented a 

progressive movement from an ‘etic’ to an ‘emic’ perspective 4. There had been a loss of faith 

in the objectivity or ‘etic’ perspective of outsiders, leading to an exploration of the ‘emic’ 

understanding of the farmers themselves. In the belief that farmers had knowledge valuable 

 

3 This occurred outside the orbit of international public health, although development and health research often 
worked in the same locations. 
4 "The emic approach investigates how local people think" (Kottak 2006) how they perceive and categorize the 
world, their rules for behaviour, what has meaning for them, and how they imagine and explain things. The etic 
(scientist-oriented) approach shifts the focus from local observations, categories, explanations, and 
interpretations to those of the anthropologist. The etic approach realizes that members of a culture often are too 
involved in what they are doing to interpret their cultures impartially. When using the etic approach, the 
ethnographer emphasizes what they consider important.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnographer
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for agricultural development, RRA became rapidly established in S.E Asia and Africa in the 

80’s. It was further developed into Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), and then Participatory 

Learning and Action (PLA) in the 90s (Chambers 1994)5.  

Chambers was against ‘survey slavery’ and criticised the impressive but unreliable 

information which surveys could produce, as well as their enormous consumption of 

evaluators’ resources. Instead, he recognised the role of the researcher’s intuition and 

questioned whether researchers should be separate from the implementation. RRA was a 

reaction to ‘development tourism’ in which programme advisers/expatriate experts only 

visited the more convenient project locations, and only asked the easy questions, missing the 

neediest people who remained in the background. It also accepted that there were much 

easier ways of polling farmer’s opinion than laborious, clumsy, and unreliable questionnaires 

designed by outsiders. They developed verbal and picture-based techniques suitable for 

illiterate populations.  

In 1983 Chambers developed Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) as a tool to attack poverty 

(Chambers 1983). PRA combined RRA with a participatory approach. He claimed RRA was 

‘extractive’ because experts took what information they could get and left to make their own 

analysis and recommendations from their air-conditioned office. If RRA recognised the value 

of indigenous knowledge, PRA recognised the innate ability of participants to analyse and 

problem solve. He believed researchers should have a personal commitment to the abolition 

of poverty, because the divide between action and academic research/evaluation was divisive 

and distancing, creating bias. The status of the expert over the people being studied needed 

to be reversed. For him the researcher’s role was to look for levers or openings, which could 

be utilised to promote beneficial change, an idea which has also been advocated by some 

anthropologists in relation to public health (Wallman 1997). The later name change to 

Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) was an acknowledgement that personal 

 

5 PRA was promoted as a ‘solution’ to bad development practice from the 80s by organisations such as ActionAid, 
the Institute of Development Studies, the European Development Fund, NORAID and the International Institute 
for Environment & Development (IIED) (an NGO founded in 1971 by Barbara Ward, author of “Spaceship Earth”), 
the Aga Kahn Institute, The Ford Foundation, Oxfam, ODA, GTZ, SIDA, Save the Children, UNICEF etc. 
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empowerment programmes used a broader range of techniques (such as role play and 

drama), than were usually used in PRA. 

A simple way to think about PRA is that it came about through a fusion of RRA techniques, 

with activist participatory research derived from Paulo Freire (Freire 2001), in order to “use 

dialogue and participatory research to enhance people’s awareness and confidence, and to 

empower their action”(Chambers 1994).  

Paulo Freire. 

According to Freire the oppressed have a false consciousness, alienated from their own 

subjectivity by their economic and ideological oppression. This is imposed through ‘banking 

education’ in which teachers make ‘deposits’ in the brains of the students. This inculcates 

passivity and disempowers the students, rendering them into objects. His utopia was an 

idealistic one in which humans are liberated to pursue their vocation of ‘being human’, that 

is, of being actor/subjects in their own lives. Freire’s pedagogy is dialectical, finding 

contradictions to the received wisdom enables participants to challenge and critically discuss 

the prevailing orthodoxy. This allows them to move forward with their own analysis of the 

way the world works.  

Every concept defines its opposite so, for example, if we know what freedom is, we can define 

oppression. This critical conversation is achieved by mutually respectful and co-operative 

dialogue between teacher and student (or pedagogue and oppressed). To indicate the 

egalitarian nature of this relationship he refers to them as teacher-students and student-

teachers. 

The relationship between consciousness and the world (between reflection and action) is also 

dialectical (Au 2017). For Freire, to be human is to realise that people are subject, and the 

world object. If the dominant class are subjectified but continue to objectify the oppressed; 

they continue to believe that ‘to be human is to have’ and cannot experience that ‘to be 

human is to act and learn collectively’. This transformation can only be achieved by subjects 

transforming the objective world together.  
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Collective transformation has two functions. Firstly, action performed as subjects increases 

subjectivity (praxis). Secondly, a new decoded cultural discourse is generated based on 

collective, democratic dialogue. Participants in this dialogical interaction have to allow each 

other to be subjects, so the dialogue can be authentic. This requires fairness and respect, if 

every person is allowed to “name the world” then a society will become democratic, with 

every voice contributing to the creation of that society.  

PLA and gender 

Primarily, PRA used ‘synthesis’ to collate information about agrosystems. For example, in a 

village mapping exercise, the best map would be the one with the most information. This 

would be created by having several groups working on village maps; the groups would then 

be brought together, and the maps would be debated until a final ‘agreed’ map was produced 

which the fieldworker could copy and take back to headquarters. In this scenario synthesis of 

several viewpoints adds objectivity to the information collected. 

Figure 5: Paulo Freire 1921 -1997. 
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Welbourn analysed the differences between groups rather than synthesising them (Welbourn 

1991). She realised that extension workers often inadvertently canvassed the opinions of the 

influential or well-to-do members of the ‘community’, while other voices went unheard. 

Communities are not homogenous but intersectional: different sectors of the community are 

accorded different social status according to their position in the life course (e.g., old/young, 

parent/childless, married/single, man/woman etc). Synthesis concealed real differences in 

perspectives and needs between these groups (Cornwall 1993). Often the problems of 

poverty related as much to the redistribution of existing resources as to the total amount of 

resource.  

Rather than synthesis, Welbourn used a ‘fission and fusion’ technique. Young and old, male 

and female, would work separately and then come together to share their results with each 

other. This time however, the differences between their work was considered as informative, 

and important, as the commonalities (Welbourn 1991). In the male dominated development 

sector there has been a tendency to assume that working with gender meant working with 

women, this now transformed to working with both genders – in order to study difference 

(Cornwall 2000)6.  

Stepping Stones is a PLA-based programme using a fission and fusion structure, which also 

draws on conflict resolution and self-efficacy texts (Bennett 1986, 1987; Quaker Peace Centre 

1992). It was unusual because it aimed to tackle gender power and conflict resolution in a 

community context, and it arrived at a favourable time in international policy. In the late 90’s 

there was a developing consensus that women’s health problems could only be addressed 

through a holistic approach to their lives. Stepping Stones was adopted by UNAIDS as "best 

practice" for Community Mobilisation (UNAIDS 2000), with over 2000 organisations in over 

100 countries receiving the package.  

 

6 These feminist approaches were proposed at a gender and development workshop in 1993 at The Institute of 
Development Studies at Sussex University (IDS) (Guijt 1998). 
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The responsibility to return HIV knowledge to the community, in an accessible form, had been 

established by the Dakar Declaration (1995)7. Therefore, I created an organisational structure 

based on a USAID development model that established dialogue between researchers and 

beneficiaries. This structure aimed to 1) create more pragmatic research solutions, and 2) get 

them into practice (Osborn 1995). The Stepping Stones project structure was designed to 

enable the epidemiologists and participants to share and synthesise ideas. The result of this 

cross fertilisation would then be written into the Stepping Stones intervention and 

disseminated back to the participants. I created a consortium for programme delivery, with 

The Medical Research Council, ActionAid, and The Gambia Family Planning Association 

(GFPA) 8 . This was because we needed staff skilled in, epidemiology, microbiology, 

participatory development, and reproductive health practitioners.  

ActionAid adopted PRA in 1992 (Holmes 2001), and decided to use Stepping Stones in 1995. 

In 1997 they seconded Karafa Manneh to us, to help train literate Jola members of the 

community who we had identified as potential facilitators. I supervised these facilitators while 

we trialled the programme in two Mandinka communities (Shaw 2000). I then adapted the 

programme based on our experience. Mandinka communities were chosen to avoid 

epidemiological ‘contamination’ of the Jola population with whom we anticipated piloting a 

controlled trial.  

  

 

7 Principle 9) Ethics in research: The interests of the research subjects or communities should be paramount. 
Research should be based on free and informed consent, be non-obtrusive and non-coercive, and the results should 
be made available to the community for timely and appropriate action.  
The other principles were 1) responsibility (to be actively exercised); 2) engagement; 3) partnership and consensus-
building; 4) empowerment (of every person, but especially of women, the poor, the uneducated, and children); 5) 
non-discrimination, 6) confidentiality and privacy, 7) adaptation (to achieve an effective response to the epidemic), 
8) sensitivity in language, and 10) prohibition on mandatory HIV testing  
All action taken in response to the HIV epidemic should be guided by these principles.  
8 The consortium was jointly managed by a steering group formed from the organisation directors and governed 
by memoranda of understanding. Included at various times were ActionAid, Worldwide Evangelisation for Christ, 
The Gambia Family Planning Association, Concern Universal, The Gambian Red Cross Society, National AIDS 
Control Programme. Financial Support also came from the MRC and UNDP. 
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 The Stepping Stones Process 
Sensitisation 

In Uganda, Stepping Stones was used in a high HIV prevalence Christian community. In Jola 

society, Islamic and traditional Awasen9 practices exist in parallel, however Islam has become 

dominant, and the appropriateness of new ideas are judged against Islam rather than 

Awasen. Therefore, we had to adapt Stepping Stones for use in, a low HIV prevalence, Islamic 

community. 

Freire recognised that at the beginning of a pedagogic process participants are constrained 

by the ‘limit situations’ of their oppression (social-cultural conditioning) and that the teacher-

student has to start working within the dominant ideology to gain acceptance 10. In The 

Gambia, the decision for a community to participate in Stepping Stones is made by the village 

chief (alkalo) and the elder men. Therefore, at the first meeting the acceptability of the 

programme to men was critical. In development circles these meetings are called 

‘sensitisation’ meetings.  

I agreed with Catherine Enel’s analysis that the existence of AIDS was treated with public 

scepticism. Infertility caused by STIs was common, however, and heavily preoccupied both 

men and women as fertility brings economic security, status, and power 11 . Therefore, I 

reframed the programme as “infertility prevention” 12 . We still encountered some 

ambivalence during the subsequent pilot evaluation however, because GFPA was a partner. 

 

9 Awasen is a spiritual/animist system of beliefs which believes in an overall creator (Ata Emit, literally, ‘to whom 
belongs the universe’), an earthly plane and a spiritual plane populated by numerous idiosyncratic and 
individualistic entities. The earthly and spiritual planes are adjacent and parallel, with frequent movements by 
their populations from one to the other. Amoral behaviour in the earthly plane may prevent a soul finding rest in 
the spiritual one. 
10 “The dialogical man is critical and knows that although it is in the power of humans to create and transform, in 
a concrete situation of alienation individuals may be impaired in the use of that power” (Freire 2001)p 91. 
11 Generally, fertility awareness was not being taught as many health providers felt that it conflicted with the 
‘population control’ message. This was one reason why family planning services were frequently viewed as, a 
Western, anti-Islamic, or anti-African conspiracy. I felt it was better to promote fertility awareness, and enable 
people to have children at the wanted and not at the unwanted time. Some theorists framed the HIV epidemic in 
terms of fertility, if the principal driver for sexual activity is creating and supporting children, pregnancy at the 
wrong time, or to the wrong person, could promote HIV risk.  
12 Most infertility is caused by sexually transmitted infections and the Mwanza intervention trial suggested that 
STIs had an independent role in promoting transmission of the HIV virus. By this logic no HIV prevention 
programme would be successful if prevention of other STIs were not included and this became our key message. 
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Local adaptation 

As the programme was trialled in Mandinka communities, further adaptations were made 

based on the participants’ responses to the exercises.  

Stepping Stones was promoted as being derived from PLA techniques, but my interpretation 

was that apart from, at times , working with men and women separately, it was faithful to 

Freire’s pedagogic process (Freire 2001). PLA and Pedagogy are almost synonymous, but there 

is a subtle difference in emphasis related to the emic and etic perspectives. PLA seeks to 

democratise dialogue, listen to, and organise the participant’s worldview; by running trainings 

in new ways of organising and problem-solving, to reduce poverty. This is best expressed by 

ActionAid’s maxim below: 

“The community has knowledge, but it needs to be organised,  

they have resources, but they need to be mobilised”.  

Ideally the facilitator is invisible, enabling a dialogue between participants which is inevitably 

rooted in their emic perspective. On the other hand, Freire’s pedagogy is a non-formal 

educational strategy in which not all communication is considered equal. There is emic-emic 

dialogue between the teacher-students and student-teachers, the aim of which is to enable 

participants to become actors, rather than spectators, in their own lives. He proposed a three-

step process (Table 1-2). 

Thematic analysis is dialectical, because elaboration of a theme implies definition of its 

opposite, which involves critical thinking. 

“Only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also capable of generating critical 

thinking. Without dialogue there is no communication, and without true communication 

Table 1-2: Freire’s three steps of pedagogy. 
 

1 Scouting by the research team.  
2 Thematic analysis/participatory ‘decoding’. 
3 Dialogue mediated through the objects of study in the thematic analysis. 

 
Source (Freire 2001) p117. 
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there can be no true education. Education which is able to resolve the contradiction 

between teacher and student takes place in a situation in which both address their act of 

cognition to the object by which they are mediated” (Freire 2001) P93. 

Prior to designing a pedagogic process, Freire and his team would conduct a sociological 

investigation in their area of study. This “scouting” placed additional value on the teacher-

student’s etic vision, as they planned an investigation of “generative themes” that relate to 

oppression. We did not conduct a preliminary sociological investigation prior to Stepping 

Stones, but there was an emic-emic dialogue during the adaptation workshops, which lead to 

an etic selection of exercises based on the generative themes identified. I call this a ‘pedagogic 

steer’; “education as practice of freedom does not begin when the teacher-student meets with 

the student-teachers in a pedagogic situation, but rather when the former first asks herself or 

himself what she or he will dialogue with the latter about. And preoccupation with the content 

of dialogue is really preoccupation with the programme content of education” (Freire 2001) 

p93.  

So I was the pedagogue “preoccupied with the programme content”. During the initial test of 

the Ugandan manual in a Mandinka community, I facilitated a women’s group myself (working 

with a translator). This was an opportunity for me to have a critical dialogue with the village 

women, leading to a fusion of my European rights-based perspective with their perspective. I 

also met the other facilitators weekly for supervision meetings when we reviewed the 

previous week’s work and prepared for the next. The knowledge we gained informally from 

group sessions was a form of naturalistic research, and both Gambian and expatriate 

members of the research team felt they learnt a great deal about the local, village context of 

sexual relations. Throughout the process there seemed to be a consistency of responses 

supporting Catherine Enel’s (Enel 1995), assertion that a lack of financial support given to 

wives by their husbands for ‘fish money’ (the daily cash given to the wife by the husband for 

the protein content of the family meal13) was a key driver for extramarital relationships. If a 

man refused to support his family adequately a wife might refuse to have intercourse with 

 

13 The cheapest form of protein, and main stay of the rural diet is the incredibly boney sea fish called ‘bonga fish’ 
which is dried at the coast and then driven inland. 
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him, leading to IPV. She might also take an extramarital partner to help her and her children 

get by.  

If part of the problem was caused by husbands avoiding their responsibilities, there emerged 

the possibility of a ‘new deal’ between the men and women. Men might endeavour to be 

better husbands, and in return their wives would be faithful. The concept of collective action 

was crucial since participants’ safety from STIs depended as much on their partner’s 

behaviour as their own.  

“The more the group divide and reintegrate the whole, the more closely they approach the 

nuclei of the principal and secondary contradictions which involve the inhabitants of the 

area. By locating these nuclei of contradictions, the investigators might even at this stage 

be able to organise the programme content of their educational action. Indeed, if the 

content reflected these contradictions, it would undoubtedly contain the meaningful 

thematics of the area. Intrinsically, these contradictions constitute limit situations, involve 

themes, and indicate tasks14”   (Freire 2001) p113.  

As the teacher-student I imposed a ‘pedagogic steer’ in several ways. Firstly, I chose the 

mediating object, in this case finding a culturally acceptable way of practicing the ‘ABC 

message’, (Abstain, Be faithful, or use Condoms). Secondly when I saw the villagers drew 

predictable conclusions from the exercises, I changed the sequence to expedite elaboration 

of this theme, making certain conclusions increasingly likely. Thirdly I unilaterally inserted 

exercises into the programme if I thought they were relevant 15; Freire calls these “hinged 

themes” 16. As in Uganda, a fission/fusion approach was used which facilitated a gender 

 

14 “If individuals are caught up in and are unable to separate themselves from these limit situations, their theme 
in reference to these situations is fatalism, and the task implied by them is the lack of a task. Thus although the 
limit situations are objective realities which call forth needs in individuals, one must investigate with individuals 
their level of awareness of these situations”. Ibid. 
15 For example, I included information about the clitoris and female orgasm, because I felt it filled a gap in 
knowledge about female genital mutilation (FGM), gender, and relationships; I also added exercises on living wills, 
and the menstrual cycle/fertility. 
16 “During the effort to break down the meaningful thematics, the team will recognise the need to include some 
fundamental themes which are not directly suggested by the people during the preceding investigation. The 
introduction of these themes has proved to be necessary, and also corresponds to the dialogical character of 
education. If educational programming is dialogical, the teacher students also have the right to participate by 
including themes not previously suggested. I call the latter type of theme “hinged themes”, due to their function. 
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analysis. Villagers were divided into traditional age/sex (kafo) groups and allocated a 

facilitator of the same age and sex (Fig. 5). 

 

They may either facilitate the connection between two themes in the programme unit, filling a gap between the 
two; or they may illustrate the relations between the general programme content and the view of the world held 
by the people” (Freire 2001) p120. 

Source (Shaw 2002). 
Figure 6: Sequence of exercises in the Stepping Stones programme. 
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The Intervention 

The unspoken assumption in Stepping Stones is the basic concept of Freirean 

conscientization, that is, individuals gain objectivity by working collectively to change their 

world (praxis). Starting with decoding the dominant ideology, critical dialogue (external 

conversation) brings objectivity through ‘social ways of knowing’17. 

“As each person…relates how he perceives or felt a certain occurrence or situation, his 

exposition challenges all the other decoders by re-presenting to them the same reality 

upon which they themselves have been intent. At this moment they ‘re-consider’ through 

the ‘considerations’ of others, their own previous ‘considerations’ (Freire 2001) p. 112.  

During the ‘fission’ phase, facilitators worked with their groups to develop life skills on such 

things as assertiveness and conflict management, gave factual knowledge about reproductive 

health, and otherwise participated in exercises designed to facilitate dialogue, analyse issues, 

and explore solutions18.  

For the ‘fusion’ phase kafo groups were bought together three times to present dramas to 

each other in a safe environment. Groups could question each other but there was no 

discussion or debate. In this way the different perspectives of men/women, old/young kafos 

were explored, and the day-to-day problems that put them at risk of STIs were examined. 

Finally, groups were asked to bring proposals about how they intended to prevent HIV for the 

village to vote on. We did not realise it at the time, but in Jola villages a vote at a village 

meeting or satee kafo is the highest level for decision-making. 

 The pilot evaluation and Black Box Theory 
The other seminal event at the 1995 Kampala conference was the discussion of the Mwanza 

Community Randomised Trial (CRT) (Grosskurth 1995). The MRC Unit was best known for 

randomised trials of public health interventions, particularly vaccine trials, and our long-term 

 

17 “Dialogue characterises an epistemological relationship...I engage in dialogue because I recognise the social and 
not merely the individualistic character of the process of knowing” (Freire 2001) p. 93. 
18 Imparting factual knowledge had to be more didactic but was presented in an enjoyable way (eg. quiz games 
etc). 
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aim was to evaluate the Stepping Stones in a CRT19. We wanted to use the incidence of genital 

herpes (HSV2 serology) as a proxy marker for HIV risk, as HIV incidence was too low to be 

used in statistical evaluation. It was felt that using a biological marker for behaviour change 

would negate the widely discussed validity problems of self-reported sexual behaviour and 

meet the MRC’s funding criteria of ‘world leading’ research. Therefore in 1997 we proposed 

a two-part feasibility study (table 1-3). 

Table 1-3: Original Stepping Stones feasibility study 
 

1 Pilot sociological evaluation of the Stepping Stones programme  
 Data was collected before and after the intervention in two intervention communities and two 

control communities. We used mixed methods, including participatory evaluation by the 
participants themselves. 

2 Community prevalence survey of HSV2 
 To enable sample size calculations for a trial in which difference in HSV2 incidence was the 

primary outcome. Included a sexual behaviour (KAP) survey. 
  

Faced with the general failure of behaviour interventions to prevent HIV, I hoped that by 

asking communities to design their own solution the output would necessarily be culturally 

appropriate and therefore a successful intervention. Participatory research appealed to me 

because it resembled a process of reverse engineering which would accelerate the project 

and enable us to meet funding deadlines. Implicit in this was the belief that as outsiders we 

could never understand the cultural context as well as the communities themselves.  

The proposed pilot was accepted, and work commenced with a multidisciplinary team of 

researchers including microbiologists and epidemiologists. Katie Paine, an anthropologist 

who speaks Mandinka and Wolof, joined the team as my work partner focused on the 

evaluation. My concept for the study was to adopt ‘black box theory’ from engineering. This 

is best described by the business dictionary as a:  

“Device, process, or system, whose inputs and outputs (and the relationships between 

them) are known, but whose internal structure or working is  

(1) not well, or at all, understood,  

 

19 Community randomisation would be required, because in a community intervention, villagers influence each 
other’s behaviour. Therefore, CRTs require that far more individuals be sampled than RCTs, making them more 
expensive. 
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(2) not necessary to be understood for the job or purpose at hand, or  

(3) not supposed to be known because of its confidential nature”. 

(Businessdictionary.com). 

All three reasons given for non-understanding of the mechanism were applicable to Stepping 

Stones20. Indeed a black box theory is “An understanding of something entirely in terms of its 

function” and “leaves on one side the question of what the mechanism is that enables it to 

perform that function” (Blackburn 2008). The team inputs into the village and the villagers 

define a ‘set’ of culturally appropriate, ‘capabilities’ for change (Wallman 1997). At that time, 

I created the model shown in Fig. 6. 

 

20 “The thing is treated as a black box whose workings are invisible. A black box theory of science, for example, 
would treat a scientific theory simply as a formalism, or a mere device for delivering predictions from data; a black 
box theory of the mind would take it that the mind is exhaustively understood once we know which inputs yield 
which outputs”. ibid 

Figure 7: The stepping Stones ‘black box’. 
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At the beginning of the intervention, we had asked villagers to prioritise their health 

problems. As anticipated from the trials, reproductive health concerns were represented. 

These were then further prioritised as shown in table 1-4. 

IPV, STIs, and unwanted pregnancy featured heavily for the women, as did various forms of 

unwanted sexual demands by their husbands (including forced sex for the younger women). 

The men identified casual sex as a problem (amongst other things), and both the old men and 

the old women identified sexual jealousy as an issue although it received a lower priority than 

the others. Project staff then facilitated the villager’s own analysis of the ‘causes and 

consequences’ of these problems using PLA, in particular the causes and consequences of STIs 

and what makes a ‘good’ and a ‘bad’ marriage (Shaw 2002). At the end of the programme 

each peer group produced a play which accompanied a special request to the assembled 

village (Table 1-5). There was a remarkable homogeneity between the intervention villages (B 

and C). All four women’s groups performed plays about women having to pursue 

transactional sex to get resources because their husbands gave inadequate financial support. 

Both young men’s groups were concerned about daughters having premarital sex, and the 

Table 1-4: Prioritisation of reproductive health problems by peer group 
 

Deal with Now Sooner Later 
 
Old 
women 

Sex when grand-
children awake. 
Wife beating. 
STIs & AIDS. 
Unwanted pregnancy. 

Husband looking for a new 
wife. 
Sex when tired. 
Tiredness after delivery. 
No money. 

Jealousy. 
Menopause pains. 
Sex when pregnant/unwell. 
Headaches. 

 
Young 
Women 

Too many children. 
Forced sex by husband. 
STIs & AIDS 
Unwanted pregnancy. 
Wife beating. 

Sex when menstruating. 
Husband refuses to use 
condom. 
Deflowering of young girls, 
(premarital sex). 

Pain during sex. 
Sex after delivery when the 
woman is tired. 

 
Old 
Men 

Too many wives. 
Malaria. 
Dyspepsia. 

Having casual partners. 
Headache. 
General body ache. 

Jealousy. 
STIs 
Sexual weakness. 
High blood pressure. 

 
Young 
Men 

Unsafe sex. 
Spread of STIs & AIDS. 
 

Infertility. 
Unplanned family. 
Dyspepsia.  
Joint pains. 

TB 
Headache. 
Worms.  
Boils. 

 Source (Paine 2002). 
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old men were concerned about the risk of HIV posed by transactional sex. It is a testament to 

the PLA method that the ABC message was believed and adopted. 

  

Table 1-5: The final Stepping Stones plays by group. 
 

Old women 
Village B: Husband refuses to giving money to the wife to go for treatment at the clinic. She 
then barters sex for money and is infected with an STI.  
Special Request: Husbands should give their wives money when they need it especially when they are 
sick, to reduce infidelity and STIs. 
Village C: A husband refuses to help his wife in the rice fields. She needed a bridge before the 
rainy seasons. Another man helped her in return for a sexual relationship. 
Special Request: Husbands should help their wives with difficult jobs, to prevent infidelity. 

Young women 
Village B:  A husband does not give his wife fish money, and other things that she needs. He is 
always going out with other women. There is no dialogue in the home and there are always quarrels 
and fights when the man beats his wife. In the end they divorce. 
Special Request: Husbands to try to satisfy their wives’ needs and help them build good relationships 
to prevent infidelity. Wife beating should stop. 
Village C Some young wives were making plans to get money to celebrate the Tobaski feast 
because their husbands had made no provision for it. The plans were overheard by the husbands who 
became angry. This led to quarrels and fighting across the village. The alkalo heard this and called a 
village meeting to address the matter. 
Special Request: Husbands should take responsibility for the household and not leave everything to 
their wives. They should stop wife beating and improve dialogue with their spouse. 

Young men 
Village B:  (young and old men combined) A girl did not take her schoolwork seriously, became 
pregnant and was expelled from school. The mother always supported the daughter, the father was 
not a position to advise her daughter as he did not provide any financial support in the home. 
Special Request: Parents should encourage unity and peace in the home, discourage their daughters 
from going out, and make them aware of the dangers of early sex.  
Village C: Some students lied to their parents about a school picnic in order to spend the 
weekend with their boyfriends. When the parents found out they were angry.  
Special Request: Parents should train their children, take good care of them, and advise them against 
premarital sex which could spoil their education.  

Old men 
Village C: A husband travelled abroad but left funds for the family to use until his return. He 
stayed longer because he got a job and stopped sending money when he started an affair. In 
desperation the wife had an affair with a man whom she later married. The husband returned and 
could not find his wife in their home. A big row ensued, and the wife was convinced to go back to her 
former husband. The husband agreed, but on condition that they are both tested for HIV. 
Special Request: Wives and husbands should be faithful and stop casual sex or use condoms. 
 

 Source (Jawo 1998). 
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Women in both villages had requested that IPV should be banned, and their requests were 

approved by their communities, complete bans being sustained in both villages. IPV was said 

to be common before Stepping Stones but there were no reported cases after that time. As a 

categorical change (either there is violence or there is not) this was the most evidential 

outcome of the programme, but because of the black box model I had left the question of 

what the mechanism was that enabled this on one side. It was not an outcome that our pilot 

evaluation was designed to understand.  

From their plays we knew that villagers analysed the problem as: husband fails to support 

wife, wife has transactional sex, which leads to marital friction and perhaps IPV. IPV appeared 

to have been a bargaining chip in the women’s negotiation with men leading us to a rather 

simplified transactional model of behaviour change as follows.  

Stop IPV + give fish money + improve communication (husbands) = fidelity (wives) 

After Stepping Stones the ‘black box’ was smaller, because the villagers defined for us what 

they had done and why in their participatory evaluation. If we had mapped the villager’s 

participatory analysis as to why IPV had stopped it might have looked like Figure 7 (next page). 

The sociological data suggested great enthusiasm for the programme , with highly positive 

changes in the wellbeing of the participants (Paine 2002). They confirmed changes in the 

quality of relations between husbands and wives, perhaps related to life skills and 

assertiveness training. Husbands increased their support and co-operation with their wives, 

which was associated with a reduction in extramarital sex and IPV, and community cohesion 

increased. At the end of the project there had been no calls to end arranged marriage 

although it was acknowledged in both the villages’ analysis that this was part of the problem.  
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Figure 8: The villagers’ perception of their HIV prevention strategy. 
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Question guides were influenced by the themes of norms, belief and behaviour pertinent to 

the theories of planned behaviour (Ajzen 1991) and diffusion of innovation (Rogers 2003), 

data being subsequently analysed using a grounded theory approach. We identified four 

changes from the qualitative data (Table 1-6). 

Although there was a very large increase in condom demand from the intervention 

communities, there was no effective condom supply in the control communities that could 

be monitored.  

 Problems with the pilot evaluation 
Low statistical power of biological data 

The community based STI prevalence survey estimated that HSV2 incidence was too low to 

be practical as an outcome marker in a trial unless there was an excessive sample size (Shaw 

2001), so our plans for a CRT were not feasible. The only significant associations in the data 

were that women were more likely to be HSV2 positive with Jola ethnicity, increasing age, or 

being married (which was probably a marker for sexarche). Jola ethnicity was a risk for STI 

infection, but the study gave no further information as to why this might be. An increased 

prevalence with age was to be expected as positive Herpes serology never changes back to 

negative, and in a polygynous society married people will continue to be exposed to new 

infection as new wives enter a marriage, some of whom may have been married before. 

Therefore, we had created an STI prevention programme which seemed highly effective 

against IPV, but whose efficacy against STI infection was unknowable. 

Social desirability bias in quantitative data 

In the naturalistic environment of the Stepping Stones workshops we learnt that extramarital 

sex was probably common, but this conflicted with the quantitative data. There were no 

associations in the prevalence survey between STI positivity and reported sexual behaviour. 

Table 1-6: Key themes in the Stepping Stones pilot study. 
 

1 Sexual transmission Improved knowledge that STIs were sexually transmitted. 
2 Dialogue Improved relationships, decrease in quarrelling. 
3 Condoms Increased uptake and understanding of condoms. 
4 Diffusion Diffusion of ideas to neighbouring communities. 

 Summarised from (Paine 2002). 
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Indeed, 7% of the population reported never having had sex but tested positive for an STI. In 

common with all other surveys there was a systematic bias towards underporting of 

extramarital relationships (Dare 1994). 

We also trialled a Knowledge, Attitudes and Practice Survey (KAP) in the Stepping Stones pilot 

evaluation (Paine 2002), but we suspected questions about participation in extramarital 

relationships were subject to much more social desirability bias in control communities than 

intervention communities 21 . Since Stepping Stones promoted dialogue about sexual 

behaviour, we were concerned that in a CRT, social desirability bias could produce a 

paradoxically negative outcome, i.e. the more successful Stepping Stones was – the less 

effective it might appear in a CRT. This would be due to accurate reporting of risky behaviour 

in the intervention communities, and massive under-reporting of the same behaviours in the 

control communities.  

No mechanism 

The Stepping Stones team was confident that positive changes had occurred because we had 

carried out the in-depth interviews with key informants who we considered trustworthy. It 

had been relatively easy for us to identify these candid informants during the Stepping Stones 

workshops, or through pre-existing relationships with facilitators. We were given accounts of 

dramatic improvements such as the abolition of IPV, and improvements in communication 

and co-operation within relationships. However this jarred with the common experience in 

health promotion, which is that inducing behaviour change is hard, and programmes are 

never a runaway success.  

Having not studied the mechanism of the intervention, and not studied IPV in The Gambia, I 

felt we did not have a good enough generative model or theory of change. My cognitive 

dissonance crystallised around four questions. 

 

21 This is illustrated by a conversation with Saihou Seesay, the head of the Gambian National AIDS Control 
Programme (NACP). When I first proposed the Stepping Stones project, he told me the project could not be done 
because it was taboo to talk about sex. At the end of the programme, he visited village C and declared the 
programme a great success. I asked him how he could be sure it was a success after a brief visit? He replied that 
it was because he had seen people talking freely about sexual health in the street.  
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1) Why did the villagers profess such intense affection for the programme? 

2) If the cultural changes were non-controversial and easily implemented within the existing 

social order, why was the presence of Stepping Stones necessary for change to occur?  

3) Women had seemed to introduce radical change without being radicalised. They 

criticised, but then continued to support, the social order. Was this a failure of 

conscientization? 

4) How could the programme have induced such overwhelmingly positive emotions 

between husband and wives?  

Given my experience of Stepping Stones these dissonances can be inverted to make the 

following statements (Table 1-7). 

It appeared that we had designed a programme that was beneficial, without understanding 

how these benefits had been achieved. A complete ban on IPV was an unprecedented and 

unexpected outcome of the programme but, in the absence of visible conscientization, the 

villagers’ enthusiastic reporting of the pivotal effect of ‘dialogue’ on their wellbeing and IPV 

prevention seemed almost ‘too good to be true’. 

  

Table 1-7: My cognitive dissonance with the pilot evaluation. 
 

1 Increased social cohesion:  
 Community members had experienced an improvement in their interactions with each other, 

which increased their psychological wellbeing (they had a strongly positive emotional response 
to the programme). 

2 The need for intervention:  
 Stepping Stones appeared to be a necessary catalyst in the restructuring of pre-existing social 

relations, even though the cultural changes induced by the women seemed non-controversial. 
3 No structural change:  
 Women had experienced an increase in social wellbeing that appeared to be independent of 

social structure (they induced radical change but still seemed to support an oppressive system). 
4 Love?  
 Not only did increased dialogue between husbands and wives induce more equitable 

relationships, but spouses suggested a strong positive emotional response for their partners. 
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Audience bias towards the experimental paradigm 

One can develop a sense of “trustworthiness” of individuals during fieldwork, but it can be 

difficult to convey this form of validity to colleagues who have not witnessed the field work 

themselves22. As an epidemiological unit the MRC was locked into the experimental paradigm 

of the RCT. The villagers had embraced the programme emphatically and the reported 

changes were impressive, but this was met with a degree of scepticism by our audience (table 

1-8). 

 The epistemic fallacy of the black box 
Because the pilot evaluation was based in the experimental paradigm, contextual information 

was seen as useful, but not necessary. This was because we believed the intervention would 

ultimately be evaluated in terms of primary and secondary outcomes 23. Other potential 

outcomes were considered at best relatively inconsequential, and at worst a distraction, 

especially since Stepping Stones was a complex intervention24. We felt little need to look 

inside the ‘black box’, since the evaluation ‘net’ would tell us if it achieved our goals.  

 

22 Later we came to realise that even if the audience did not speak the local language, videoed interviews with 
real time translation were much more convincing than text. 
23 STI incidence and survey data measuring UNAIDS indicators. 
24 “Defined as an intervention comprising multiple components which interact to produce change. Complexity may 
also relate to the difficulty of behaviours targeted by interventions, the number of organisational levels targeted, 
or the range of outcomes” (Moore 2010). 

Table 1-8: Reasons for scepticism about the results of the pilot evaluation. 
 

1 Yes culture 
 In which communities may heap praise on aid projects to maintain their patronage (social 

desirability bias). 
2 Quantitative vs qualitative data 
 Our colleagues tended to believe in the ‘truth’ of quantitative data even though it was more 

susceptible to bias. The less positive questionnaire data was accorded more weight than the 
very positive qualitative data which was considered “anecdotal”. 

3 My objectivity 
 My objectivity was suspect because I had a double role as the intervention designer, and as one 

of the evaluators. This is a manifestation of the theoretical conflict between PLA/pedagogy and 
the experimental paradigm. The relationship between the teacher-student and student-teacher 
is essential for participatory practice and thematic analysis, but antithetical for the ‘objective 
scientist’ (Chambers 1983).  
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A ‘black box’ model offers no process theory, and can only surmise an explanation of causality 

if the box only contains a simple process between input and output. I felt that by working 

backwards we could elaborate an understanding of the causative mechanism, because the 

adaption process had been iterative. However, when I wanted to understand what had 

occurred, I realised I had succumbed to the epistemic fallacy. This occurs when we try to 

construe causality from associations between phenomena, rather than describing it as the 

product of human activity. That is when: “causality is mistakenly believed to be either an 

expectation (of regularity)...or...a priori category of reason itself. Here the argument is…a 

flawed ontology because...causality is an objective feature of the world, operative in virtue of 

the real powers of entities” (Groff 2004). Therefore, an RCT designed in the expectation of a 

particular phenomenon, will not be able to suggest a causative mechanism if it involves 

human actors. If we had changed the focus of the original study from an epidemiological ‘does 

Stepping Stones work?’ to the ontological question ‘what does Stepping Stones do?’, and 

adjusted our outcomes accordingly, we probably could have produced positive results in an 

RCT. So the experimental model led us to be deductive rather than inductive. We were not 

evaluating the programme; we were evaluating its potential for HIV prevention. Underlying 

this epistemological fallacy is an ontological conflict between Freire’s dialectical materialism, 

and the positivism of the experimental paradigm:  

“Dialectical philosophy is qualitatively distinct from, if not oppositional to, the individualist 

rational logic of Western Enlightenment, most notably the positivistic sciences, which 

presumes that things exist in isolation of each other and are analyzed as if they fixed in 

space and time (Benton; Craib, 2001). Conversely, in a dialectical world view everything is a 

process that can only be understood relationally to other things/processes, all of which is 

moving and dynamic, and therefore cannot be analyzed as stagnant and motionless, 

independently existing pieces” (Allman, 1999)(Au 2017). 

Freire accepts that there is an objective world governed by facts which theoretically can be 

understood, but we are part of this world and therefore not objective. Rather than a straight 

description of facts, our ability to understand the world is a dialectical movement towards 

objectivity. We observe the object to be examined in its totality, split it into parts and then 

recombine the parts to summarise our understanding of the object (Freire 1987). For Freire 

this a social construction of the object, not a description. We can use the experimental 
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paradigm to understand a dialectical programme, but its insight will be limited. It is legitimate 

to conduct an RCT to see if Stepping Stones leads to less sexual risk, but an RCT will not be 

able to capture all the qualities of a dialectical process which might be better characterised 

as a journey. 

Table 1-9: The fallacious epistemic assumptions in the pilot evaluation 

 Conclusion 
When I completed my contract with the MRC in 2002, I decided to return to The Gambia as 

an independent research student, to try and understand how the communities stopped IPV 

and resolve my cognitive dissonance with our original pilot evaluation. Effective 

empowerment programmes can be held up if donors demand inappropriate evidence from 

challenging and resource consuming RCTs. I wanted to explore a theoretical model of the 

mechanism of empowerment and cultural action, that could make the evaluation of 

empowerment programmes easier. Development agencies, such as the Department for 

International Development – UK (DfID), look to the experimental paradigm for an evidence 

base for interventions because they are financially accountable. Without quantitative data 

the Stepping Stones – Gambia project could not move forward. However, I had come to 

believe that the experimental paradigm alone could not deliver this.  

Donors such as DfID were unwilling to fund Stepping Stones without quantitative evaluative 

data but were unwilling to pay for a full trial (estimated cost – over a million pounds). Between 

1999 and 2003 the research team tried many times to secure funding for a CRT using 

quantitative assessment of UNAIDS standard indicators. Eventually, the World Bank gave a 

$600,000 soft loan to the Gambian government to take the programme to scale, but in 2003 

a funding scandal engulfed the MRC (McDowell 2003) which led to the retrenchment of the 

1) If participants were placed in the context of Stepping Stones and responded in a 
certain way – Stepping Stones caused these responses. 
In reality, their actions were a product of their interaction with their environment, of which 
Stepping Stones was one small part. 

2) If as “theoreticians of their own practice” (Bourdieu 1996) the participants described a linear 
process of rational transactions that led to their responses – then facilitating this was how 
Stepping Stones caused their responses . 
Theorising one’s own practice may not be objective. If their responses were simply based on a 
rational imperative Stepping Stones should not have been required. 
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Gambia Unit into vaccine research, and the evaluation component of the World Bank project 

was cancelled. The NGO partners went on to implement the programme in 120 villages 

between 2003-5, 225 villages in 2006, with 300 villages projected for 2007 (Conteh 2006). 

Meanwhile the economy deteriorated under the regime of President Jammeh, and the 

antenatal seroprevalence of HIV 1 continued to climb from 1.4% in 2002 to 2.3% in 2010 

(UNAIDS). Originally the President (himself a Jola) supported Stepping Stones, but in 2007 he 

claimed to have discovered a cure for AIDS, and patients were taken to a treatment camp 

where they were prohibited from taking anti-HIV medication. He expelled the country head 

of UNAIDS for criticising his claims, suspended the HIV surveillance programme, and accused 

‘western’ HIV agencies of operating a conspiracy. 

.

Photo: M.Shaw 





2—43 

 Methodology and the scholastic fallacy 

“What philosophers, sociologists, historians…have the greatest chance of 
overlooking are the social presuppositions inscribed in the scholastic point of 
view, what…I shall call the oxymoron of epistemic doxa: thinkers leave in a state 
of unthought (...doxa) the presuppositions of their thought, that is the social 
conditions of possibility of the scholastic point of view, and the unconscious 
dispositions, productive of unconscious theses, which are acquired through an 
academic or scholastic experience, often inscribed in prolongation or originary 
(bourgeois) experience of distance from the world and from the urgency of 
necessity”. 

Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu 1998) p. 129 
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 Introduction 
In this chapter I explore alternative ways of understanding how the Stepping Stones 

programme produced its outcomes. I discuss, how methodological individualism was 

preeminent in 90’s health promotion theory, and how such individualism limits the evaluation 

of community level cultural action by precluding analysis of the interaction between the 

intervention and the socio-cultural context. I describe how this has been debated within the 

MRC and the evaluation field in general, and how process evaluation has become recognised 

as essential for understanding these interactions, and for maintaining the internal and 

external validity of an evaluation. I argue that realistic evaluation is the best analytical 

framework for the evaluation of complex interventions. 

The perceived need for empowerment interventions implies there is a culture of 

disempowerment and oppression. Therefore, to make sense of a cultural action programme 

we need a critical theory of power, capable of explaining the mechanism of power, and how 

it can be disrupted. Paulo Freire described the empowered and disempowered state and 

devised a modus operandi for cultural disruption, however his theory lacks detail on the 

normal function of power and agency. This detail can be found in the work of Pierre Bourdieu 

and Margaret Archer who describe the modus vivendi of how power functions in normal life. 

Therefore, I introduce the reader to Archer’s Morphostatic-Morphogenetic Model 

(henceforth known as the Morphogenic Approach – MA) and Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice 

(ToP). Archer focused on how cultural change happens, while Bourdieu focused on how 

change is inhibited by socio-cultural conditioning. Although neither Archer nor Bourdieu 

proposed an emancipatory programme as Freire did, viewed through the lens of Freire’s 

Critical Pedagogy they add a theoretical detail which can be used to effectively evaluate and 

analyse Freirean interventions.  

In the last part of the chapter, I describe the Extended Case Method and propose that this is 

the ideal methodology for this study, because it starts from the position that the researcher 

has their own subjective viewpoint, but then facilitates objectivity by allowing the abduction 

and testing of their theory. It also involves a thorough examination of the social context which, 

I argue, is necessary for a theory of empowerment. 
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2.2 The evaluation of complex interventions 
“While not always based on academic theory, all interventions are ‘theories incarnate’ (Pawson 

1997), in that they reflect assumptions regarding the causes of the problem and how actions 

will produce change...Complex interventions are likely to reflect many causal assumptions” 

(Moore. G. Audrey 2005). 

The HIV Pandemic was one of the most complex problems health promoters have had to 

address and Stepping Stones is a complex intervention (as defined by the MRC). Complex 

interventions are considered to require a number of difficult behaviour changes, and have 

many and varied outcomes. They are challenging to evaluate because quantitative methods 

alone are unlikely to fully describe the “complexities of behaviours such as power 

relations…due to the challenge of quantifying and explaining interpersonal dynamics and 

motivations for behaviour” (Schriver 2017) p. 13361.  

Stepping Stones was a welcome innovation in the 1990s because there was considerable 

despondency about the ineffectiveness of HIV prevention programmes (Kippax 1993). In 

desperation health promoters relied increasingly on the theory of Diffusion of Innovation 

(Rogers 2003) and the social marketing of condoms, which were the only approaches 

guaranteed to have some effect. Therefore, an army of peer educators and opinion leaders 

were sponsored to pump out the ‘ABC’ AIDS prevention message while the search continued 

for more definitive strategies. In 1996 Family Health International’s AIDS Control and 

Prevention Project (AIDSCAP) promoted four models for health promotion which continue to 

be used to this day. They were the Stages of Change model [aka the Trans Theoretical Model 

(Prochaska 2005)], the Health Belief Model, the Theory of Reasoned Action, and the AIDS Risk 

Reduction Model2 (Catania 1990). These are mid-level theories originally created to explain 

relatively simple health seeking behaviours (Glanz 2008) and [apart from the Trans Theoretical 

Model (TTM)] can be defined as expectancy-value theories, in which the behaviour of an 

individual is goal directed. Motivation is a trade-off between how we perceive our likelihood 

 

1 Scriver advocated using both quantitative and qualitative methods, accepting that gender norms and inequalities 
must also be operationalised as quantitative measures e.g., access to assets, household decision-making power 
etc. 
2 Which was derived from the preceding two. 
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of success in a task (our ‘expectation’), and how much we desire the consequence of our 

behaviour (value) 3. This reductionist cost-benefit rubric can be traced to the influence of Gary 

Becker’s neoclassical economic rational choice theory on the social sciences (Fine 2000; Glanz, 

Rimer, and Lewis 2002; Glanz 2008). The economic concept is that Homo economicus makes 

rational decisions, and takes purposive action based on utility maximisation. Later, in 

recognition that individuals are not equal in their ability to institute change, the behaviouralist 

concept of self-efficacy (Bandura 1977) (Table 2-1)4 was added to the health belief model, the 

theory of reasoned action, and its successor the theory of planned behaviour (Rosenstock 

1988)  

Derived from social learning theory, self-efficacy represents "the conviction that one can 

successfully execute the behaviour required to produce the outcomes" (Glanz 2008) p505. (Fig. 

8 p. 2—48). 

  

 

3 TTM also sees decisions as being made on the accounting of perceived costs and benefits termed ‘the decisional 
balance sheet’. However, it is ontologically different from the other theories because it tries to help people make 
decisions, rather than explain the decisions they make. It simply responds to the predictable stages that people 
pass through when they change and has some connections to gender and development which are discussed later 
in the thesis. Alice Welbourne created a similar ‘wheel of change’ model for Stepping Stones, consisting of learning, 
sharing, caring, and changing.  
4 Ajzen expanded the Theory of Reasoned Action to include context and Bandura’s self-efficacy (Fishbein and 
Cappella 2006) renaming it the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen 1991), because he acknowledged that 
circumstantial factors would limit someone's ability to change behaviour (‘perceived power’), and their behaviour 
intention would be moderated by their self-efficacy (aka ‘control belief'). Not surprisingly this acceptance that the 
social context was important, made the model more predictive than the Theory of Reasoned Action (Ajzen 1989).  
5 This requires an accurate assessment of one’s agential abilities which is an important part of the risk–benefit 
decision surrounding behaviour change. Stepping Stones promotes self-efficacy but then goes further. 

Table 2-1: How self-efficacy is achieved. 
 

1 By mastery experiences of achieving goals. 
2 By observation of others like us, achieving goals. 
3 By verbal persuasion from role models that we have the necessary abilities. 
4 By emotional and physiological state. 
5 By imagined experiences of mastery. 
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Figure 9: Theories of Reasoned Action & Planned Behaviour. 

Upper light areas show the Theory of Reasoned Action, entire figure shows the Theory of 
Planned Behaviour. Source (Glanz 2008). 
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In the Stepping Stones pilot evaluation, we used the Theory of Planned Behaviour to define 

thematic areas that we then explored using Grounded Theory which are not structuralist 

(Decoteau 2016a). Documenting change in attitudes, norms, and control beliefs, no more 

allowed us to know what was going on ‘under the hood’, than an emissions test on a doctored 

diesel engine. This is because expectancy-value theories tend to be individualistic 

(methodological individualism) and under-represent the social determinants of behaviour 

(‘external variables’). Facilitated by empiricism, the individual becomes the fundamental unit 

of society, and society becomes the aggregate of individual actions, or questionnaire 

responses (Coleman 1988)6. This reinforces “the utility of both random samples in survey data 

collection and sociodemographic characteristics as explanatory correlates…Along with these 

biases came the acceptance of "medicine's view of the patient as a singular, insular individual" 

(Conrad 1987, p. 6) and represents "the theory of action used implicitly by most social theorists 

and by most people in the "common sense psychology" (Coleman 1990) p5 (Pescosolido 1992) 

p. 11007. It is not easy to fit system level qualities and synergies, such as community capacity, 

into these individualistic models, and yet:  

“The capacity and opportunities for individuals to bring about change to their health can be 

significantly affected by the competence of the community in which they live to address 

issues beyond the control of any one individual. This means that we need to understand 

theories and models that help explain how the capacity of communities can be strengthened 

and how ideas can best be introduced into communities” (Nutbeam and Harris 1999) p7. 

There were some researchers in the late 1990s, who claimed that this failure to analyse the 

socio-economic determinants of HIV transmission was the reason HIV prevention programmes 

were failing in Africa, and that we needed to identify ‘risky situations’ which constrain 

individual’s choices as well as ‘risky behaviour’ (Zwi 1993; Orubuloye 1994; Parker 1996; Rao-

Gupta 2000; García-Moreno 2000; Parker 2001). In terms of the Theory of Planned Behaviour, 

this would involve an exploration of what socio-economic factors lay behind an individual’s 

 

6 The ultimate political expression of this is exemplified by Margaret Thatcher’s statement “There is no such thing 
as society” (Keay 1987). 
7 In the context of the AIDS prevention research, this focus on the individual has been attributed to the dominance 
of epidemiologists, and psychologists over other disciplines (Zwi 1993, Parker 2001).  
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perception of power, that is, the power that external forces have upon the individual’s ability 

to act. In her critique of homo economicus’s rational decisions, Archer makes the point that 

changing the rules of the game is itself a vested interest if you have the weaker hand: “we 

cannot do this without also allowing that the inegalitarian distribution of life chances furnishes 

interests in their transformation” (Calhoun 1994; Archer 2000) p74.  

Methodological individualism is an example of the scholastic fallacy, in that, the researcher is 

unaware of how their viewpoint has been affected by their own conditions of possibility in the 

(scholastic) system. This system provides motivation, career, and funding, and gives some 

protection to the scholar from ‘the urgency of necessity’ (Bourdieu 1998) p. 129, therefore 

becoming the ‘common-sense psychology’ (ibid). If scholars accept these ‘common sense’ 

social mores, there is little motivation to research radical change (or donors to fund such 

research). For this reason, health promotion theory has been presented as a neutral, mid-level 

theoretical tool which operates in an ontological vacuum; but critical theory suggests that it 

actively promotes a coercive ontology. For example: if we were in the business of looking at 

the social determinants of HIV risk, it would be naïve to analyse HIV risk in Africa without a 

gender analysis (yet this was frequently done at the time). If HIV is a disease of poverty, then 

women were at the bottom of the pile. Not only did women's poverty reduce their control 

over their life circumstances (real and perceived), but the systems of domination that kept 

them poor included control of their sexuality (and therefore HIV risk). This could be through 

child sexual abuse, arranged marriage, stigmatisation of sexual assertiveness, legitimation of 

infidelity by a partner, rape as a weapon in conflict zones, or forced sex – to name but a few. 

Further, even if we identified some of the social determinants of HIV risk, critical theory 

suggests that our capacity to propose interventions would be hampered without a theory to 

analyse systems of power, domination, and oppression. Put another way, expectancy-value 

theories are reductionist not structuralist, because they originate in the ‘unconscious theses’ 

generated in us by our social system, which disposes us against a structuralist critique of the 

system itself (Bourdieu 1998).  
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In expectancy-value theories, there is a box  

into which every socio-economic determinant can be placed,  

but there is no underlying analysis of their operation. 

Fortunately, in the 21st century, the concept of gendered power has been reintroduced 

through the activism of feminist public health and development researchers. Under Claudia 

Garcia-Moreno’s leadership, the WHO Gender division of TDR 8 , placed Violence Against 

Women and Girls (VAWG) on the international agenda with a global prevalence survey of 

VAWG in which gendered power, and its enforcement through VAWG, were identified as 

determinants of HIV risk (García-Moreno 2002)9. In practice this has led to a shift in targeting; 

from working with women; to seeing men as useful; to working with both genders on how 

gender is constructed (Jewkes 2015). Simultaneously, in the development sector, a more 

Freirean ‘Gender and Development’ (GAD) challenged ‘Women in Development’ (WID) 

programming (Cornwall 2003a). 

The International Centre for Research on Women (ICRW) defined ‘gender-aware’ programmes 

into accommodating initiatives that look for a work-around of gender norms and inequalities 

to achieve health objectives, and transformative programmes that seek to change them (Rao-

Gupta 2000)10. The Gambian Stepping Stones pilot evaluation was identified as one of the 

sixteen “high-quality” evaluations out of eighty seven “gender-transformative programmes”, 

published between 2000 and 2017 (Heymann 2019). There is now recognition that ‘gender 

intentional’ programming, such as in Stepping Stones, are more likely to be successful sectoral 

interventions (Fig. 9). 

 

8 UNDP-World Bank-WHO Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases. 
9 From slow beginnings at the Cairo and Bejing conferences, there was an exponential increase in feminist research 
on VAWG. The International Conference for Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo, 1994 (UNFPA 1994), 
agreed that for family planning programmes to be effective they needed to have a broader ‘reproductive health’ 
agenda which included STIs, HIV, VAWG and gender power. These issues were seen as linked, and there was a call 
for programmes which would work with the concerns of both men and women to enable them to share and accept 
responsibility. This was facilitated by feminist NGOs being given increased access to the conference (DeJong 2000). 
10 This was subsequently adopted by the inter-agency working group (IAGWG 2013). 
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Taukobong reviewed GEWE programmes across the development sector and identified factors 

which benefitted women, their families, and their communities (Table 2-2).  

Table 2-2: Positive outcomes associated with gender intentional programmes. 
 

Associated with improved outcomes for women. 
1 Control over income/assets/resources. 
2 Increased decision-making power. 
3 Education. 
Associated with positive outcomes in family planning, nutrition, and child health. 
4 Equitable interpersonal relationships. 
5 Mobility. 
6 Personal safety.  

 
Source (Taukobong 2016). 

Figure 10: Gender intentional programmes.  

Source (Taukobong 2016). 
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In The Gambia, Stepping Stones brought changes in all of these. However, although we used 

a gender lens to explore GEWE outcomes as well as health sector outcomes, the focus of the 

evaluation was on the sector outcomes. The communities and the MRC worked towards the 

same goal of preventing STIs, but the fact that IPV was a key negotiation issue between men 

and women, or the linkage between risky behaviour and IPV, had not occurred to us. The 

evaluation ‘net’ had not been designed to capture or explain this phenomenon. We had no 

knowledge about attitudes to, or pre-existing levels of, IPV. Our outcomes were focused on 

the epidemiological paradigm for STI prevention rather than the cultural action itself, 

reflecting the divergent aims of the researchers and the participants. This divergence resulted 

from the imbalance in resources, power, and control held by the researchers compared with 

the villagers. As Bourdieu notes, researchers “struggle to improve their position” in the 

academic and donor universe (Bourdieu 1992) so results become important for reasons of 

‘evidence’, funding, and advancement11.  

In their participatory research, the Stepping Stones groups presented the changes they made 

as a simple rational choice. This may not be surprising, since according to Bourdieu, most of 

the ‘common-sense/self-evident’ cultural assumptions which influence our decisions are 

subconscious. PLA is more focused on this emic perspective, while critical pedagogy (CP) is 

equally focussed on the etic. According to Bourdieu, there is an opposition between 

“theoretical knowledge of the social world as constructed by outsider observers and the 

knowledge used by those who have a practical mastery of their world” (Calhoun 1993) p. 3. 

The researcher and the researched are equally products of their own social universes, and he 

“speaks of the artificiality both of the vision that he sometimes had by observing things from 

a strictly objectivist point of view and of “the vision that informants proposed [to him] when, 

in their concern to play the game…they turned themselves as it were into the spontaneous 

theoreticians of their practice” (Bourdieu 1996) p. 21. PLA is of course, all about turning 

informants into “theoreticians of their own practice” (although hopefully more critical than 

 

11 Compare this with Robert Chamber’s view that “the paradigm for the conduct of research (read evaluation) 
should be reversed. Instead of setting out the research methodology and then going out to gather the data, …you 
must first go out and find out the problems of the poor and then design a methodology to both inform and assist 
them in resolution” (Duncan 1989). 
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spontaneous). This is not a problem in the usual application of PLA, the problem occurs when 

outsiders try to comprehend the cultural action of others – because: 

"The idea of a behavioural intervention may in fact be a misnomer, since HIV/AIDS 

prevention interventions almost never function at the level of behaviour but rather at the 

level of social or collective representations. New knowledge and information about 

perceived sexual risk will always be interpreted within the context of pre-existing systems of 

meaning—systems of meaning that necessarily mediate the ways in which such 

information must always be incorporated into action" (Parker 1996). 

By implication, the combination of our focus on the health sector outcome of STI prevention 

(rather than the context of GEWE) with the participants emic ‘theorising of their own practice’, 

could have amplified the participant’s analysis of themselves as ‘homines economici’ who had 

negotiated a rational transaction between men and women. This interpretation was then 

reinforced in the sociological data by our experimental methods, whereas according to 

Bourdieu and Parker (above) we would expect such behaviour to be highly culturally nuanced.  

The opposite of a ‘black box’ model is a ‘glass box’, in which we attempt to predict outcomes 

through a knowledge of the mechanism. Describing a ‘glass box’ raises questions as to how 

best social research can explain the change process, and requires a theory of power, and a 

change from an epistemological to an ontological approach.  

2.1.1 Process evaluation. 
“In complex interventions trials, the purpose of process evaluations is to understand the 

effects (or lack of them)” (Grant 2013). 

The evaluation of complex interventions has been debated within the MRC since 2000 (MRC 

Health Services and Public Health Research Board. 2000). The MRC published guidelines in 

2002, 2008 and 2019 (Craig 2008, 2019), and the MRC Population Health Science Research 

Network also made recommendations on the role of process evaluation in complex 

evaluations (Moore. G. Audrey 2005).  
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In 2000 the discussion focussed on randomised controlled trials (RCTs)12. The panel were 

neither for or against separation of intervention and evaluation personnel, although they 

recognised the problems with both. They divided the research process into phases analogous 

with a vaccine trial. Although it was considered a good start, subsequent criticism led to the 

document being revised (Table 2-3).  

In RCTs the mechanism of a behavioural intervention has to be elucidated through process 

evaluation, which is recommended to: “open the ‘black box’ of complex interventions” and 

“help to inform judgements about…validity by delineating key intervention components 

(construct validity), and by demonstrating connections between the intervention and 

outcomes (external validity)…Process evaluations can also examine the utility of theories 

underpinning intervention design and generate questions or hypotheses for future research” 

(Grant 2013). The MRC recommended iteration between evaluation and intervention to 

construct a programme logic, or theory, and analyse the interaction between context and 

intervention (Fig. 10, next page). In the absence of formative research, programme theory is 

created from a blank slate.  

  

 

12 The well-known Sociologist Anne Oakley was also a strong advocate for RCTs and 'quality' evaluation of HIV 
interventions see (Oakley 1995). 

Table 2-3: Criticism of 2000 MRC advice on the evaluation of complex interventions. 
 

1 Greater attention should be applied to early phase modelling and pilot work. 
2 Research does not have to proceed in a linear fashion, but in the early stages the intervention 

should be refined and revisited, as necessary. 
3 Outcome and process evaluations should be integrated (partly in case of unexpected outcomes). 
  

 Source (Moore. G. Audrey 2005). 
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The content validity was low because we only measured what we wanted to know, not all the 

dimensions of how the programme worked. There was a corresponding deficit in our process 

evaluation, which was that we had not followed the participants and facilitators through the 

programme. We saw the product of their interaction with the programme, but we had no 

objective perspective on the nature of the interaction. This combined with our limited 

understanding of the social context, to cause the low content validity.  

The ‘black box’ represents the gap between 

our causal assumptions of how the programme worked,  

and the outcomes. 

Blue boxes represent components of process evaluation, informed by the intervention description, which inform 
interpretation of outcomes.  

Figure 11: Key functions of process evaluation and relationships among them. 

Source (Moore 2015). 
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2.1.2 Theory-led evaluation. 
The MRC recommended two theory-driven evaluations, which could assist in understanding 

“mechanisms of impact” (Fig. 10), Theory-Based Evaluation (TBE) based on Theory of Change, 

and Realistic Evaluation (RE) which is based in Critical Realism (Weiss 1997; Pawson 1997). 

Theory Based Evaluation emphasises internal validity more than context-participant 

interaction: effectively the programme logic we outlined in the Stepping Stones manual was 

a theory-based evaluation. TBE is: 

“An approach to evaluation that requires surfacing the assumptions on which the 

programme is based in considerable detail: what activities are being conducted, what effect 

each particular activity will have, what the programme does next, what the expected 

response is...and so on, to the expected outcomes. The evaluation then follows each step in 

the sequence to see whether the expected ministeps actually materialise. It “aims to 

examine how hypothesised causal chains play out in practice” (Birckmayer 2000) p. 408. 

Realistic evaluation is more ontological, like TBE it “places change mechanisms at the heart of 

evaluation”, however: 

“It emphasises the contextually contingent nature of these mechanisms...it views 

interventions as ‘working’ by introducing mechanisms that are sufficiently suited to their 

context to produce change. Hence, evaluation aims to uncover…‘what works, for whom, 

under what circumstances’. Such approaches may be useful in understanding how intended 

outcomes are achieved, and how unanticipated consequences emerge”. (Moore 2010) p.42. 

The 2008 MRC guidelines recognised for the first time that, although preferred, RCTs may not 

always be appropriate for the evaluation of complex interventions and there was discussion 

of observational studies. There was also acknowledgment that while avoiding the epistemic 

fallacy, observational studies may fall into the ontological fallacy where the facts are made to 

fit the theory: “Hence, movement towards explaining mechanisms of impact and contextual 

contingencies appear to have permeated mainstream thinking. In rejecting randomisation, 

and in common with other theory-driven methods, realistic evaluation is limited in its ability to 

disentangle events observed from what would have happened anyway” (Moore 2015) P42. 
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The existence of system level attributes is an a priori for Critical Realism, but the recognition 

of their effects is precluded in the methodological individualism of the experimental method 

(Archer 2000). Anderson considered theory-led evaluation to be somewhat ad hoc compared 

with the application of pre-existing theoretical frameworks such as Theory of Change and 

Realistic Evaluation. Using what seems an apt description of what we observed during the 

Stepping Stones project, he also argued for wider application of the theory of complex 

adaptive systems because: 

“The processes that the intervention attempts to change, or the interactions between 

people and resources within an intervention, can be likened to a complex system; there may 

be feedback loops and other interactions which mean that system level properties emerge 

(for example community empowerment or health inequalities), but also that the system 

may “jump” from one state to another. Crucially, outcomes cannot be easily predicted from 

the particular combination of components in the intervention” (Anderson 2008) p945. 

Stepping Stones-Gambia needed a deeper cultural, social, and historical analysis of gender 

relations to contextualise its findings. We were aware of contextual factors from the ‘early 

phase modelling’ in the adaptation process and from the participants’ output, but this did not 

amount to a cultural understanding that was deep enough to fully interpret our findings13. 

Our lack of understanding of the interaction between the socio-cultural context and the 

implementation exposed us to “unanticipated consequences”, for which we had very few 

“pathways” (Fig. 10).  

2.1.3 Realistic evaluation.  
“The adoption of realistic evaluation approaches has been limited within evaluative research by 

its tendency to be positioned in opposition to experimental methods. Given its explicit emphasis 

on broader theory development, it has been viewed by some as distinct from more inward-

looking process evaluations, which are perceived as attempting to explain the outcomes of a 

 

13 For example, in retrospect, not analysing the kinship system, Catherine Enel’s “pole around which sexual culture 
is organised” (1.2), was a conspicuous omission. 
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specific intervention. Realistic evaluation is not so much a method as a philosophy for evaluation” 

(Moore 2015). 

Bhaskar proposed a critical realist alternative to the experimental paradigm (Bhaskar 1979), 

which has been applied to evaluation by Pawson and Tilley, and to sociology by Archer (Archer 

1995). Pawson and Tilley suggest that the experimental paradigm is a theoretically flawed 

approach for the evaluations of interventions involving human behaviour (Pawson 1997). For 

them, the randomised controlled trial is not truly scientific for all types of research. The 

distinction between generative and successionist theories of causation is critical. 

Sucessionist causality means that we observe the statistical relationship between a putative 

cause and effect and infer a causality (the epistemic fallacy). This is the logic behind KAP 

surveys, rational choice theory, and Chamber's ‘survey slavery’ (1.3). It has become embedded 

in the experimental method of the natural sciences and works on the principle that in an RCT 

where all confounding influences have been controlled, a conjunction in which A consistently 

leads to B is considered proof that A does indeed cause B. In this process, co-factors which 

might have been considered important for generative causality have supposedly been 

designed out, because how A causes B is considered less important. In fact, the researcher 

strives to negate any effect of the context on the intervention through randomisation, so that 

the effect of successionist causality (of a ‘black box’) can be clearly seen14.  

For Pawson and Tilley, successionist causality is appropriate for physiological studies such as 

drug or vaccine trials, but interventions with people immediately involve choices made by the 

participants. There is a relationship between the intervention, staff, and subjects, which we 

would expect to be heavily influenced by the context in which the intervention occurs. To 

support this, they recount the decades of failed evaluations on preventing criminal recidivism. 

Promising interventions would often fail to show positive outcomes in a definitive trial while 

every study seems to end with calls for ‘further research’. Within these studies however, there 

were moments of success and moments of failure which are averaged out by the experimental 

method, potentially leading to interventions being inappropriately reported as failures. The 

 

14 For example, it is more important to know whether a prison rehabilitation programme can rehabilitate a 
prisoner, than what it was specifically within the programme that led to the prisoner being rehabilitated.  
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possibility of exploring what lay behind successes is obscured, because the studies had been 

constructed to try and eliminate differences of context. 

Table 2-4: The epistemic fallacy in HIV prevention research. 

Bhaskar claimed that physical scientists accept a generative causality, that is; the subject of 

investigation is the internal mechanism of a process, and there is an acceptance that that 

mechanism may require special circumstances, co-factors etc. to work (Bhaskar 1995; Pawson 

1997). In this model, lack of an observed effect may be as informative as when a relationship 

is demonstrated. An event being studied is seen as a process, or mechanism that occurs within 

a certain context. It is placed within an experimental model which contains the circumstances 

necessary to trigger it and excludes factors that could impede it. Here a process is understood 

to generate the causality and developing an understanding of how the process or mechanism 

works is required to create each experimental model. This is then used to further elaborate 

the mechanism, (a glass box approach)15.  

Bhaskar suggested that this approach be applied to the social sciences by seeking to identify 

the mechanisms producing social events, but with a recognition that these are in a much 

greater state of flux than mechanisms in the physical world. We must understand that human 

agency is made possible by social structures that themselves require the reproduction of 

certain actions/pre-conditions. Further, the individuals that inhabit these social structures are 

 

15 The example used is that of gunpowder. The generative model of causality is that in the right conditions the 
gunpowder will explode on contact with fire, however it may not explode if say, the gunpowder is too wet, or 
there is no oxygen in the atmosphere etc. 

The history of the Mwanza study discussed in 1.2 (Grosskurth 1995) illustrates this phenomenon in 
HIV prevention research. There was great excitement when improved STI treatment was shown to 
reduce HIV incidence, however the same result could not be replicated in two other studies in 
Uganda (Wawer et al. 1999). In one the STI control initiative was even more ‘pure’ than in Mwanza 
with the entire population being treated for all STIs every 10 months.  
Subsequently there has been much retrospective revaluation of the epidemiological contexts which 
each study had tried to control for, with a view to explaining the differences, e.g. (Grosskurth et al. 
2000); (Orroth 2010). However, it is still inconclusive as to whether STI control has been proved to 
work (Sangani 2009). This is not a criticism of the studies which were important and well executed, 
but rather it is an example of how the relationship between intervention and context can trump 
even the most thorough efforts to control confounding variables (Tilley 2000). 
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capable of consciously reflecting upon, and changing, the actions that produce them—a 

practice that is in part facilitated by social research (Bhaskar 1979).  

When the theory of generative causality is applied, it is variation in response rather than 

consistency which may throw light on the underlying mechanism: why did the intervention 

work well with some groups and not others? at one site but not another? or only at a certain 

time of year? etc. This is a naturalistic rather than experimental paradigm. In an experimental 

paradigm there is an assumption of constant causality (like causes like), and the question is – 

does this work? Here the question is: what works for whom in what circumstances? 

Generative causality could be used to investigate the Stepping Stones ‘black box’ and then 

suggest outcomes. This requires the integration of outcome and process evaluation called for 

in Fig. 10, which was missing from our original pilot evaluation.  

My model of the Stepping Stones ‘black box’ is similar to Pawson and Tilley’s model for realistic 

evaluation (Tilley 2000). Here is their model for behaviour in the absence of an intervention 

(Fig. 11).  

 

 

Figure 12: A critical realist model of behavioural phenomena 

Source (Pawson 1997). 

Context 

Mechanism 

Regularity 



Methodology: the scholastic fallacy. 

2—62 

In this model social phenomena are ‘regularities’ (R) which appear because of an often-unseen 

causal ‘mechanism’ (M), in a specific context (C). For Tilley, the regularities are the ripples on 

the surface caused by unseen mechanisms underneath. In Stepping Stones the regularity was 

unsafe sexual behaviour/IPV, the causal mechanism and the context were unknown. This 

model is applied to an intervention in Fig. 12. If we want to get a different regularity (less 

unsafe sex) we need to subvert the underlying mechanism (M1) or provide a new mechanism 

(M2). The switch from the original regularity R1 to the new regularity R2 is the outcome.  

The intervention (in our case Stepping Stones) changes the context (C1 to C2) in such a way 

that it tips the balance of an underlying mechanism to produce an altered, or novel, regularity. 

We can now relabel the original model shown in Fig. 6, using Pawson & Tilley’s vocabulary 

(Fig. 13). The model now has an increased emphasis on the how a specific change was made 

to occur. 

  

Source (Pawson 1997). 
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Figure 13: A critical realist model of behaviour change. 
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This provides a framework to analyse the elimination of IPV by looking for Context-

Mechanism-Outcome configurations. Firstly, we need to understand the cultural, historical, 

and local, context in which the change occurred, or put another way, what social processes 

Stepping Stones had interacted with and how it influenced them. Secondly, we need to 

understand ‘business as normal’ [the usual mechanisms that lead to IPV (M1)], and then how 

that mechanism became subverted (M2). The processes that mediated change are the 

intervention’s impacts on the mechanism (M2). One of our problems in the pilot study was 

that we had not studied the mechanism of IPV (M1) prior to the programme. Thus, the theory 

of planned behaviour enabled us to identify a change in social norms, but neither the theory 

of planned behaviour nor grounded theory provided the context validity we needed to 

understand the mechanism. In summary:  

• Understanding mechanism is important in randomised controlled trials. 
• Realistic evaluation can provide a framework for this in an integrated process and 

outcome evaluation.  
• This may be superior to an ad hoc programme theory.   
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Figure 14: The generative mechanism inside the 'black box'. 



Methodology: the scholastic fallacy. 

2—64 

Although a Context-Mechanism-Outcome framework is implicit in the schema for process 

evaluation shown in Fig. 10, this still leaves the third part of the context-mechanism-outcome 

configuration – the analysis of context.  

“Context includes anything external to the intervention that may act as a barrier or 

facilitator to its implementation, or its effects…Complex interventions work by introducing 

mechanisms that are sufficiently suited to their context to produce change...Understanding 

context is therefore critical in interpreting the findings of a specific evaluation and 

generalising beyond it. Even where an intervention itself is relatively simple, its interaction 

with its context may still be highly complex” (Moore 2015). 

To understand the process of social change I needed to explore the interaction between 

participants and their social context (that is the relationship between structure and agency), 

inside and outside of Stepping Stones. 

 Critical Theory 
Health promotion theory conceptualises the process of change (how individuals change) but 

does not offer a satisfactory explanation for change in a complex mechanism, or cultural 

system (why individuals change in the way they do). In sociology this is referred to as the 

structure-agency problem – does society make people, do people make society, or both? 

Because it is axiomatic to Pedagogy that society is an oppressive system from which the 

oppressed need to be liberated, I also need to analyse the social context in a way that is 

meaningful to the intervention logic. I need a theory of power and for that I need critical 

theory.  

The structure-agency problem has been explored by Margaret Archer in her critical realist 

morphogenic approach (MA), Pierre Bourdieu in his Theory of Practice (ToP), and Paulo Freire 

had to address it implicitly to theorise empowerment in his critical pedagogy (CP). They have 

all grappled with the operation of power, the oppressive nature of a dominant ideology, the 

existence of ideologically oppressed agents, the role of education in their creation, and the 

possibility of empowerment. 
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Archer has done more than anyone to extend the application of Critical Realism to Sociology. 

Her Morphogenetic Morphostatic Model (MA) (Archer 1995), is a comprehensive elaboration 

of how context and mechanism (structure and agency) operate in the reproduction of society. 

She has developed Bhaskar’s philosophy to create a critical realist model of how society 

functions. Her optimistic emphasis is on how society changes (morphogenesis).  

In his Theory of Practice (ToP), Bourdieu described how socio-cultural conditioning defines 

individuals, and symbolic violence reproduces systems of oppression. Archer argues that as 

described the ToP is incompatible with the MA, and for these reasons it is difficult to use the 

ToP to theorise social change, however, Bourdieu brings valuable, pessimistic, insights into 

how society is prevented from changing (morphostasis). 

Freire published The Pedagogy of the Oppressed in 1968 (Freire 2001). He is, in my view, 

philosophically a critical realist although this label has never been formally attached to him. 

Freire’s optimistic emphasis is on how the oppressed can liberate an oppressive society by 

regaining their own agency. 

It is not my intention to focus on the contradictions between these conceptualisations of social 

reproduction and change, but rather to explore how they can be used together in the analysis 

of social contexts, group, and personal identities.  

Archer’s MA can be characterised as an analysis of independent cultural, structural, and 

personal emergent properties and how they interact. Personal emergence (personal 

development) comprises both changes in personal identity (‘who am I for myself’) and social 

identity (‘who am I for others’), from less powerful to more powerful. Freire focused on 

‘consciousness’ as the tool needed to effect change in social identity. These taxonomies are 

compared in Table 2-5 (next page).  
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Here we can see some similarities in the ‘disempowered’ state of the primary agent/semi-

intransitive consciousness, however, ‘social identity’ is clearly not the same as ‘consciousness’. 

For example, we can imagine having the social identity of a social actor and a naïve transitive 

consciousness. This illustrates that being a powerful and innovative individual is not enough 

for Freire’s political project, there must also be critical consciousness. If Archer and Freire’s 

approaches are combined, they produce a description of how pedagogy could induce 

empowerment through the combination of critical consciousness and social power. Using the 

MA, conscientization can be constructed as change in personal identity (concerns, values, 

goals etc), and empowerment can be constructed as change in social identity (social role and 

position).  

Bourdieu’s ToP does not contain a concept of a human essence that can easily externalise 

oppression or lead to personal emergence but is ruled by a habitus. This is instilled in the 

individual by society through a process of symbolic violence. He defines habitus as “a set of 

Table 2-5: Archer's ‘social identity’ and Freire’s ‘consciousness’. 
 

 Archer’s social identity Freire’s stratification of consciousness  
1 Self  
 An awareness of self.  
2 Primary agent Semi-intransitive magical consciousness. 
 A passive awareness of self 

in society. 
Characteristic of traditional peasantry: “Cannot apprehend 
problems…outside…of biological necessity…lack a sense of self on a 
more historical plane” (Freire 2001) p 17. 

3 Corporate agent Naïve transitive consciousness. 
 An awareness of self as a 

group bound by common 
interests which need to be 
negotiated with other 
corporate groups. 

“Characteristic of a modernising society in transition…a greater 
capacity to engage other people and the world with a historical 
consciousness…limited by an oversimplification of problems and a 
vulnerability to sectarian irrationality and fanaticism characteristic 
of a “mass society”...the “fantasized consciousness” engendered by 
the manipulative politics of populist mass mobilisation” ibid p. 20. 

4 Social actor Critical transitive consciousness 
 A robust social actor who 

innovates in their social 
role and can introduce new 
topics to the cultural 
conversation. 

“Characterised by depth in the interpretation of 
problems;…substitution of causal principles for magical 
explanations;…testing of one’s “findings”…openness to 
revisions;…avoid distortion when perceiving problems…avoid 
preconceived notions when analysing them;…refusing to transfer 
responsibility;…rejecting passive positions;…soundness of 
argumentation;…the practice of dialogue rather than 
polemics;…accepting what is valid in both old and new” Ibid p. 18. 

 Source (Morrow 2002) p97. 
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enduring transferable dispositions, which work as principles that generate and organize 

perceptions, practices and representations, and as motivational and cognitive structures that 

constitute the practical world” (Bourdieu 1980) p. 88-89. Bourdieu’s agents try to accumulate 

capital in a two-dimensional social field, where their behaviour is directed by the interaction 

between their habitus, personal capital, and the rules of the social field. Arguably, ToP lacks 

the third dimension produced by varying degrees of personal development amongst the 

agents, which is present in the MA and CP16. Therefore, Bourdieu’s ToP can be used to analyse 

the effect of previous power relations on the individual, relationships which can be, to a 

greater or lesser extent, reformed in the MA and CP. Bourdieu’s work on symbolic violence is 

an excellent description of cultural oppression and therefore suggests a mechanism for 

Freire’s internalisation of the oppressor by the oppressed. ToP is strong on the analysis of 

oppressive systems, the MA is strong in the analysis of agency, and Pedagogy is a technique 

for expediting personal emergence. 

There has been a heated debate as to whether Bourdieu and Archer’s description of agency 

could be combined in the concept of the ‘reflexive habitus’17. In the theoretical justification 

(Annex D) I support the view that we become more reflexive when our habitus is challenged, 

and that current thinking in psychology lends weight to this interpretation. If we accept this 

view, then we can extend Archer’s theory of social morphogenesis to include the 

negative/morphostatic feedback loops imposed by Bourdieu’s symbolic violence, yet still 

acknowledge the possibility of social transformation. Critically the concept of reflexive habitus 

enables us to place the ToP in a framework that includes strata of some form of personal 

development or critical consciousness, which in the work of Archer and Freire, are a priori 

requirements for personal emergence and critical agency.  

 

16 However, unlike the MA and CP, ToP suggests that by changing the rules of the field or the capital relations 
within the field, we can change social practice without changing habitus. 
17 This is because Bourdieu describes the influence of structural and cultural factors on human agency as being 
realised through their physical ‘embodiment’ in the individual’s ‘habitus’. Archer terms this ‘central conflation’ 
and argues convincingly that this is antithetical to Critical Realism, because it denies that social and cultural 
phenomena contain within them possibilities for novel agency which are real and exist, even if they are never 
manifest through human agency. 



Methodology: the scholastic fallacy. 

2—68 

I suggest that each of these theorists is describing the same ‘elephant in the room’, but from 

a different side18, where the ‘elephant’ is the structure-agency problem. Fig. 14 shows how 

their theories contribute and overlap, as well as three areas of theoretical rupture (A,B,C). I 

discuss the breakdown at A (Analytical dualism vs conflation of structure and agency) in 2.2.3. 

I have already alluded to the breakdown at B (the necessity of a reflexive habitus). C refers to 

the difference between Archer’s emphasis on the importance of conversation with oneself 

(internal conversation) and Freire’s emphasis on conversation with others (dialogue) for the 

development of personal identity and conscientization (2.3). Both B and C are discussed 

further in the theoretical justification (Annex D). Since I have discussed Freire briefly in Ch. 1, 

I will now give a brief outline of the MA and ToP. 

  

 

18 This may well be a function of their own disparate contexts. Archer writes to an advanced modern capitalist 
society characterised by rationality and autonomy. When at the start of his career Bourdieu studied the Kabyle 
community in Morocco, he abstracted them as a non-changing traditional society, and transposed this to a 
transitional advanced capitalist society characterised by class privilege and social disruption. Freire wrote for the 
Brazilian working class and the dispossessed, who were characterised by lack of education and ideological 
domination. Freire anticipated both Bourdieu’s disempowered habitus caused by symbolic violence, and Archer’s 
reflexive action for morphogenesis. 

Pedagogy 

Archer 

Bourdieu Freire 

Illusio. 
Doxa.  

Cultural arbitrary. 

Personal emergence. 
Morphogenetic cycle. 

A. Analytical dualism of 
structure and culture 

Symbolic violence ● ● Culture of silence 

B. Internal 
conversation vs. 

social ways of 
knowing. Causal consensus ● 

Figure 15: Archer, Bourdieu and Freire: Overlaps and theoretical ruptures (A,B,C). 

C. Reflexivity vs. 
Habitus. 
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2.2.1 Archer’s morphogenic approach 
Margaret Archer’s sociology is based in the transcendental naturalism of Roy Bhaskar (a.k.a. 

1st generation Critical Realism) and analytical dualism (Archer 1995; Bhaskar 1995). Bhaskar 

has self-identified as a dialectical materialist, and there has been much discussion of a putative 

relationship between Critical Realism and Marxism (Bhaskar 2008; Creaven 2000). 

The first fundamental principle of transcendental naturalism is that the world exists and has 

causal powers, irrespective of whether we perceive them. Bhaskar divides reality into, the 

actual, the empirical, and the real world. The actual is the world as it manifests itself, and the 

empirical is the world as we observe it. The real is the world that exists but which lies outside 

our knowledge; even if it does not manifest its causal powers, they are still real. The ability to 

analyse not only the actual world, but also real-world ‘possibilities’ leads to a radically 

different interpretation of ‘social context’. We should note however, that our observations of 

the empirical world may, or may not, be accurate perceptions of the real.  

A second principle of transcendental naturalism relates to strata of complexity. At different 

strata of complexity new causal powers or properties can come into existence, which are more 

than the sum of their parts. Bhaskar goes on to suggest that this extends beyond the physical 

world of atoms, molecules, living organisms and brains, and extends into the increasingly 

complex world of human social organisations, institutions etc. It is this dimension that Archer 

has elaborated over twenty-five years. Bhaskar felt that while the properties of the physical 

world could be uncovered by positivist science, increasing complexity means that the same 

rules cannot be applied to the social world. In experiments on the physical universe, theories 

are tested on a ‘closed system’ to establish scientific facts; “in which a single causal 

mechanism operates in isolation” (Donati 2015) p. 43. Crucially, unlike the experimental model 

contained in a bell jar on the lab bench, social behaviour and society, are an ‘open system’ of 

interactions between people where, “an unlimited number of ever-changing causal processes 

operate simultaneously”, and such levels of control are impossible (ibid). This stratification is 

the epistemic equivalent of having your cake and eating it, Bhaskar confirms the benefit and 

objectivity of science on the physical world, whilst recognising that pure objectivity about the 

social world is impossible; two viewpoints that are usually seen as an either/or. 
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In the context of human agency, Archer transposes the real, actual, and empirical worlds into 

three conceptual (rather than real) strata. These are the natural order (physical wellbeing), 

the practical order (performative competence), and the social order (self-worth) (Archer 2000) 

p. 313. The practical order comprises people’s mastery of their material reality, the social 

order is ultimately based in discourse between agents (Donati 2016). All human beings 

(agents) must prioritise the demands emanating from each order. 

2.2.2 The morphogenic cycle 
In the same way that, for analytic purposes, Newton’s calculus broke down the shape of a 

curve into an infinite number of tiny straight lines, Archer breaks down the continuity of 

human activity into steps of the morphogenetic-morphostatic cycle, which is derived from 

Bhaskar’s ‘transformative model’. Since society must influence people, before people 

influence society, we can imagine this as three operations independent in time (Table 2-6).  

Regardless of the outcome, the agents will be changed by their experience and cannot be the 

same as they were at T1. This focus on individual behaviour and then interaction makes it an 

ideal tool for trying to unpack Tilley's 'mechanism' (2.1.3). T1, T2-3, and T4 are the equivalent 

of context, mechanism, and outcome, and Archer would use realistic evaluation in the MA. 

The basic T1-4 model applies in the analysis of structural factors, cultural factors, and human 

agency (Fig. 15).  

The morphogenetic-morphostatic model enables the process of change to be 

analysed, by breaking it down into steps. 

Table 2-6: Phases of the Morphogenetic-Morphostatic Cycle. 
 

Time 1 (T1) Society influences people. 
Time 2-3 (T2-3) People interact with each other. 
Time 4 (T4) People act on society. 

At the end of this sequence either the structure of society is not changed (social reproduction 
a.k.a. morphostasis), or it is (social elaboration a.k.a. morphogenesis). 
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2.2.3 Analytical dualism (theoretical rupture A) 
Compared with Freire and Bourdieu, Archer is unique in analysing the causal powers of social 

structure and culture separately, using analytical dualism. Social Structure is the universe of 

objects, and the Culture is the universe of ideas, which are co-determinant and historical. They 

are the product of previous agency, producing regularities in social activity and framing the 

possibilities for agency in the present. Analytical dualism enables structure and culture to be 

studied independently of each other; inherent contradictions between them promote social 

elaboration or morphogenesis, and complementarities promote social reproduction or 

morphostasis. When analysed independently in this way, it is possible to identify the 

emergence of causal properties (emergent properties), referred to as Structural Emergent 

Properties (SEPs), Cultural Emergent Properties (CEPs), and Personal Emergent Properties 

(PEPs) and the interaction between them can be examined. These properties exist and are 

real, whether or not they are come to be realised in the actual, but can only affect society if 

Socio-cultural conditioning of the individual 

Interaction with other agents 

Social Elaboration or 

T1 

T2 

T4 

T3 

Social reproduction 

Socio-cultural conditioning of the individual 

Interaction with other agents 

Social Elaboration or 

T1 

T2 

T4 

T3 

Social reproduction 

Change in Social Structure Change in Culture. 

Figure 16: The morphogenetic-morphostatic model. 
Adapted from (Archer 1995). 



Methodology: the scholastic fallacy. 

2—72 

they influence human agents to modify their agency19. In terms of agency, this spans the gulf 

between materialism (the resources needed to think a thought must be in place before it is 

thought) and idealism. This is because PEPs are by no means uniform, they depend on 

personal experience. For example, in 1489 all the intellectual resources were present for 

Leonardo de Vinci to conceptualise the helicopter, but without Leonardo’s unique PEP we 

might have had to wait a few hundred years longer. 

Although they influence each other, structure and culture can develop independently and at 

different speeds, this can be useful when studying major changes in one and not the other, 

e.g., during the structural change of colonisation. SEPs are defined as having a “primary 

dependence upon material resources, both physical and human”. CEPs derive from the “logical 

consistency or inconsistency which characterizes relationships within the cultural system”, they 

are “a property of the world of ideas”, and are “items in society’s propositional register which 

have been lodged there by previous thinkers” (Archer 1995) p175.  

Emergence is defined as “any emergent property (which) is held to be something quite 

different from an overt and relatively enduring patterning in social life” (Archer 1995) p172, 

which “being a relational property, has the generative capacity to modify the powers of its 

constituents in fundamental ways and to exercise causal influences sui generis20. This is the 

litmus test which differentiates between emergence on the one hand and aggregation and 

combination on the other” (Archer 1995) p. 174. At higher levels of complexity emergent 

properties can interact with each other to produce additional emergent properties, which 

Archer terms primary, secondary and tertiary morphogenesis.  

The identification of emergent properties moves us beyond a simple description of context, 

into an analysis of how structure and culture impact on the social context and with each other. 

That is in the objective realm of logic there are factors which have the potential to drive social 

change, if their potential is realised through the socio-cultural interaction of agents. 

 

19 For example, the invention of the internet makes trading from home possible; whether or not Ebay is created, 
or whether people choose to use it, does not take away the potential for it to occur. 
20 Of its own kind. In a class of its own. 
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Therefore, emergence drives social morphogenesis, while structural, cultural, and personal 

factors that do not have emergent properties are associated with morphostasis.  

Like SEPs, the potentials contained in CEPs can also not be realised. For Archer “Causal 

consensus tends to be intimately allied to the use of power and influence”, in which “cultural 

uniformity (is) produced by one set of people on another through a whole gamut of techniques 

– manipulation, mystification, legitimation, persuasion, and argumentation” (Archer 1995) 

p179. This critical perspective is shared by Freire and Bourdieu. 

Analytical dualism and emergence enable a more diverse analysis of the social 

context than the theories of Freire and Bourdieu.  

2.2.4 The morphogenesis of agency 
Like Freire and Bourdieu, Archer has a model for oppression. Archer relates this to the 

distribution of social positions and social roles (social identity). The most developed form of 

agency is that of the ‘social actor’ (Table 2-7). 

  

A social actor:  

“has powers of reflexive monitoring of both self and society, which enables this subject to 

make commitments in a genuine act of solidarity...this subject is also capable of authentic 

creativity which can transform ‘society’s conversation’ in a radical way, one which is 

foreign to ‘society’s being’ who is condemned to making conventionally acceptable 

permutations upon it…What it does creatively, is to introduce a stream of unscripted role 

performances, which also over time can cumulatively transform the role expectations. 

These creative acts are thus transformative of society’s very normativity, which is often 

most clearly spelt out in the norms attaching to specific roles…We now have a robust 

subject who has the wherewithal to reflect upon the outside world as object”. 

Table 2-7: Archer’s definition of a ‘social actor’. 

Source (Archer 2000) pp295/6/8 
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The primary morphogenesis of agency involves a direct change to the agent’s environment 

brought about by their own individual agency, or through interaction with others. Secondary 

morphogenesis is the development of PEPs through interaction, and tertiary morphogenesis 

is the acquisition of social identity, that is, a change in social role21. This acquisition of social 

identity is a cycle (Fig. 16). Social identity can be utilised to gain access to ‘scarce resources’ 

mediated through the mobilisation of wealth, expertise, and sanctions22. 

 

Starting with the concept of the continuous self (quadrant 1), maturing into a reflexive and 

autonomous social actor (quadrant 4). Through this cycle agents reflect on, accept, reject or 

modify, the ‘me’ which has been culturally configured during childhood (or previous rotations 

 

21 If the social role is a novel one this would also be a CEP.  
22 In comparison, Bourdieu’s mechanism of oppression is the interaction between the distribution of positions in 
the social field and the distribution of dispositions among the actors (habitus), with agents gaining access to capital 
mediated through the exchange of cultural goods, this is not dissimilar to Freire. 

Quadrant T4 

Quadrant T1 Quadrant T2 

Quadrant T3 Public 

Collective Individual 

Private 

Corporate 
agents 

Self 
Primary 
agents 

Social 
actor 

‘I’ ‘Me’  

‘We’ ‘You’ 

Personification 

Socialisation 

Co
m

m
itm

en
t 

Differentiation 

Figure 17: How the subject reviews itself as a social object.  
 Adapted from (Archer 2003) p124. 
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of the cycle), to become their ‘I’ (Donati 2015). Self is defined as self-awareness, ‘I exist’. The 

term ‘Agents’ is only ever conferred on a group of individuals who share similar life chances 

because of social-cultural conditioning and position, that is they have common vested 

interests. Their ability to express, go against, or even conceive of vested interests, will itself 

be affected by structure and culture. This is manifest in agents’ positioning as primary agents; 

effectively a class in themselves (differentiation), or corporate agents – the equivalent of a 

class for themselves (socialisation). Social actors are individuals who have acquired (perhaps 

created) a role which is in harmony with their personal life goals (personification), giving them 

the opportunity to creatively express their personal identity through their social identity via a 

‘strict social role’ (commitment), further elaborating the role in the process through 

unscripted performance of that role. Individuals continue to progress through the quadrants 

in an infinite number of elaborations, representing strengthening of identity with maturity.  

Corporate agents control culture because each time they are presented with an emergent 

property (EP), they are in position to mediate. They can make a reflexive decision on whether 

to accept or oppose EPs, according to whether they are compatible or incompatible, necessary 

or contingent, with their vested interest of optimising their access to scarce resources. 

Conversely, primary agents act like a ‘class in themselves’ because there is restricted 

‘interpretive freedom’ attached to their allocated role and they are relatively unable to control 

culture.  

Reflexivity and stance 

In her research Archer identifies three types of reflexivity which people demonstrate in their 

decision-making process (Archer 2003), through which “the causal power of social forms is 

mediated through social agency” (Bhaskar 1979) p. 26. Termed communicative, autonomous, 

and meta-reflexive reflexivity, they adopt “different ‘stances’ towards society and its 

constraints and enablements”. She suggests that communicative reflexives have an ‘evasive’ 

stance, autonomous reflexives have a ‘strategic’ stance, and meta-reflexives have a 

‘subversive’ stance. It is not hard to see that the meta-reflexive stance might be a useful term 

if we are thinking about pedagogy. 

Communicative reflexives tended to have consistency in their upbringing and sought to evade 

threats to their social context to preserve these connections, often placing friends and family 
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above themselves. Autonomous reflexives tended to have inconsistency and change in their 

upbringing, they strategically pursued personal goals prioritising these needs over the 

continuation of their social context. Meta-reflexives had often adopted and were guided by a 

cultural value that they placed over and above their personal strategic needs and the need to 

preserve their context. They came from a variety of backgrounds and were willing to pay a 

personal cost to achieve their aims.  

Archer also describes a fourth group of individuals who have ‘fractured reflexivity’ these 

people have been damaged or traumatised by their upbringing, suggesting disempowerment 

or oppression. They have an inconsistent stance or perhaps a stance based on survival and 

became “incapable of deliberating purposefully as subject to object about their social contexts. 

It was not that they had ceased to engage in internal conversation, but its increased 

preoccupation with affective distress intensified their inability to act with purpose. As their 

subjectivity lost its purposefulness, signalled by their subjective incapacity to conceive of the 

sequence ‘concerns-> projects ->practices’, so the subject withdrew from exercising directional 

guidance over her own life” (Archer 1995) p. 343. 

Archer’s key message is that individuals choose how they will be affected by the social context 

and construct their attitudes accordingly. Although there were interactions between the 

context and the personal (structure and agency) which led them towards one trajectory or 

another, it was unpredictable which individuals would adopt which stance even if they grew 

up in the same context. The implication is that, except for fractured reflexivity, the personal 

has more causal power than the contextual, even though the structural and cultural powers 

that the individuals face may vary greatly between contexts: 

“Each ‘stance’ goes above and beyond the manner in which any given subject responds to 

any given constraint or enablement, and represents an overall pattern of response to the 

totality of structural powers. ‘Stances’ are basic orientation of subjects to society. In other 

words the ‘stance’ is ventured as a generative mechanism, at the personal level, with the 

tendential capacity to regulate relations between the person and her society. In short they 

constitute the micro-macro link” Archer (Archer 1995) p343. 
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Our chosen orientation towards our own agency in society,  

is dependent on our uniquely personal experience of the socio-cultural context. 

2.2.5 The morphogenesis of personal identity 
As discussed above, we inhabit our own private world which is derived from the combination 

of our social-cultural conditioning and experience. According to Archer we derive personal 

‘concerns’ and ‘ultimate concerns’ from these and make reflexive decisions in pursuit of these 

goals which, if thwarted, can lead to feelings of alienation. The individual constantly judges 

their decisions against their “first order” emotional response in an internal conversation. The 

products of these conversations are “second order” emotions which are rearticulated in 

subsequent morphogenic cycles. This seems to correlate with Solm’s neuroscientific 

perspective on the hard question of consciousness, which would define the inner conversation 

as being between the reticular activating system of the brain stem and the prefrontal cortex 

(Solms 2021).  

Social structure is  

mediated by agency, 

which is mediated by social identity, 

which is mediated by personal identity. 

This testing of our goals against our emotional response leads to the refinement of our 

concerns through a process of “discernment, deliberation and dedication” (Archer 2000), p. 

226, which is always individual, but can also be collective (2.3). Discernment is the 

identification of concerns at T1, deliberation is the to and fro of our internal conversation (i.e., 

“how much do I care about this?”) at T2-3, and dedication (T4) is the process of prioritising 

our ultimate concerns from the challenges faced simultaneously in the natural order (our 

biological relationship with our environment), practical order (our relationship with artefacts), 

and social order (our relationships with people). For the individual this is an existential cost-
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benefit calculation – “am I willing to risk sacrificing X in order to achieve Y?”23. As with ‘self-

efficacy’ the process of dedication considers the perceived difficulty or possibility of achieving 

the goal. Unlike in ToP however, this cost-benefit calculation is not necessarily transactional, 

but defers to ultimate concerns which conceivably could be against an agent’s self-interest. 

This internal process is represented in Fig. 17. The resulting pattern of commitments defines 

personal identity. 

 

Commitment to life goals defines personal identity,  

and is an important part of empowerment. 

2.2.6 Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice 
According to Bourdieu, human beings seek satisfaction through three strategies, from which 

he developed three ‘concepts’, ‘Capital’, ‘Habitus’, and ‘Illusio’. If we put these next to 

Archer’s ‘concerns’ (table 2.8), we see that Bourdieu describes a self which relates to the social 

rather than the natural order, while because Archer attributes reflexivity to her agents, she 

has no state of false conscious equivalent to ‘Illusio’ (shaded cells). 

  

 

23 The equivalent of the “decisional balance sheet” in the transtheoretical model. 
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Figure 18: Emotion and the development of personal identity.  

 

Adapted from (Archer 2000) p. 227. 
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Table 2-8: Bourdieu & Archer: concepts & concerns. 
 

 Source of satisfaction Bourdieu: Concept Archer: Concerns 
Archer: Physical survival.  Natural order. 
Bourdieu: Social recognition. Capital. Social order.  
Bourdieu: Practical efficiency, how people 

deploy themselves in life. 
Habitus. Practical Order. 

Bourdieu: Investment/belief in the social game 
of life. 

Illusio.  

    
Bourdieu’s agents compete for forms of capital24, which establish their status and bring access 

to resources/wealth. This may include social and cultural capital which have the potential to 

be converted to economic capital later. Social interaction therefore consists of a series of 

transactions aimed at accumulating social, cultural, or economic capital, but this fact is 

obscured (misrecognised) or forgotten, and it becomes constructed as cultural practice. 

Cultural practice embodies the system of power and obligations it represents into the tastes 

and dispositions of its inhabitants through socio-cultural conditioning, forming their habitus: 

which is “an entire system of schemes of perception, appreciation, and action…that lends order 

to customary social behaviour by functioning as the generative basis of structured, objectively 

unified practice" (Bourdieu 1979) (Acciaioli 1981) p28. 

Once agents have assimilated social rules, habitus enables them to play the social game as it 

is “the strategy generating principle enabling agents to cope with unforeseen and ever 

changing situations...which, integrating past experiences, functions at every moment…and 

makes possible the achievement of infinitely diversified tasks...As the result of internalisation 

of external structures, habitus reacts to the solicitations of the [social] field in a roughly 

coherent and systematic manner” (Bourdieu 1974). Compared with Archer’s strategy 

generating principle of ‘stance’, this is an unthought pre-reflexivity, implying a practical 

mastery of the social environment.  

The social world can be divided into domains or fields. A 'village' is one social field, but multiple 

fields arise with economic development. They are areas of social activity bounded by certain 

 

24 “Capital is accumulated labour (in its materialized form or its ‘incorporated,’ embodied form) which, when 
appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents, enables them to appropriate social 
energy in the form of reified or living labour” (Bourdieu 1986) p. 241-258. 
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rules or institutions, in which the forms of capital that people compete for to gain status, are 

subtly different (e.g., teachers compete to collect cultural capital, and bond traders compete 

for economic capital). This is described in the formula: 

Social practice = [(Habitus) x (Capital)] + Field 

All social fields relate to the field of power which dominates society. However, in each 

individual social field, social life and culture are created/reproduced by an interaction 

between the ‘rules of the field’ and habitus of its inhabitants. Where there is a high 

concordance between the field and habitus, practice appears to be doxic: that is, unconscious 

beliefs and values are perceived as, self-evident, commonsensical universals, that are beyond 

question. This informs an agent's actions and thoughts within a particular field, producing “an 

agent whose cognitive structures are homologous with the field and, as a consequence, 

constantly adjusted to the expectations inscribed in the field” (Bourdieu 2004) p. 411. Doxa 

therefore favors the particular social arrangement of the field, privileging the dominant by 

taking their position of dominance as self-evident and universally favorable. Thereafter, if the 

understanding constituted in a habitus is congruous with the organisation of the field it will 

tend to reproduce its structures25.  

These doxic values become valorised as cultural arbitraries, which may be used by individuals 

to judge themselves or others. Performance of these arbitrary values creates cultural capital 

which defines group memberships based on class and power (distinction), the pursuit of these 

values being enthusiastically adopted as lifegoals (illusio). Illusio implies a belief in the 

regimented legitimacy imposed by habitus, and by the restriction on life options imposed by 

the social context (the causality of the probable). Therefore, there is an induced harmony 

between the social context and the individual’s expectations, which locks in inequalities and 

relations of power.  

 

25 We should note here that Archer also considers necessary complementarities between culture and structure as 
promoting morphostasis, but because of critical realism, she locates these as outside and independent of the 
individual’s socio-cultural conditioning. Analytical dualism then allows her to consider situations where inherent 
contradictions between culture and structure promote change. 
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Cultural restriction imposed by doxa and illusio represent symbolic violence by the those with 

power against those without, because language and concepts have become subservient to the 

dominant form of social organisation, and alternative ways of seeing the world have been 

suppressed. Symbolic violence equates to the indirect application of power to misinform and 

“reflects the fact that the relationships within fields and their hierarchies of value are arbitrary 

rather than being grounded in intrinsically worthwhile and superior principles radically 

detached from this-worldly instrumentalism and materialism of mercantile exchange” (Moore 

2012) p. 101. 

The rules of the social field provide an additional cultural constraint on 

morphogenesis not described in the MA. 

They describe the real-time effect of socio-cultural conditioning (T1) at T2-3. 

The ToP is a theory of power but not empowerment. It provides an excellent analysis of the 

effect of the symbolic violence of a dominant cultural discourse which is the product of an 

oppressive social structure. Symbolic violence offers a better explanation of the impact of 

socio-cultural conditioning on agency than Archer’s ‘interpretation of role’, and it offers a 

more detailed account of how cultural domination affects individuals. Bourdieu describes how 

culture implants dispositions in people, so that they lean towards the faithful recreation of 

society and its systems of oppression. Because Bourdieu’s focus is on the reproduction of 

society, ToP is useful for analysing systems of power. This is because in his framework, capital 

is power, although we may not agree that individuals will always try to accumulate capital, it 

is a necessary objective for all social organisations (including families) that seek to exist in a 

hierarchical society.  

Organisations depend on the accumulation of various forms of capital,  

even if individuals do not.  

If we continue with Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence, we could say that Archer and 

Freire believe(d) symbolic violence can be challenged. Freire proposed that thematic analysis 



Methodology: the scholastic fallacy. 

2—82 

can expose the limits imposed by symbolic violence, making the unconscious – conscious, and 

that symbolic violence can be decoded and replaced. The effect of this would be to replace 

symbolic violence with symbolic kindness, through the creation of relationships “grounded in 

intrinsically worthwhile and superior principles” (Moore 2012). 

 The Morphogenesis of relationships 
“Relational reflexivity consists in orientating the subjects to the reality emergent from their 

interactions by their taking into consideration how this reality is able (by virtue of its own powers) 

to feed back onto the subjects…since it exceeds their individual as well as their aggregated 

personal powers” (Donati 2010) preface. 

Following criticism that realist sociology focused too much on the individual and not enough 

on collaboration between individuals (Vandenberghe 2005), Archer and Donati developed 

critical realism to examine the ‘relational subject’ and ‘relational reflexivity’ (Donati 2016). For 

them, social relationships are a subset of social interactions, because social relationships 

affect the personal and social identity of the participating agents, while social interactions do 

not. Interpersonal relationships such as marriage are primary social relationships, while 

corporate agency as part of an association, interest group, or equivalent, are secondary social 

relationships. Conceptually, social relationships are reified social objects 26  because 

relationships are socially recognised and come with normative expectations as to participants 

role and society’s treatment of them. Primary and secondary social relationships are a result 

of primary and secondary sociability, and not ‘episodes of communication’ or ‘transactions’. 

We can also talk about national, or other, sociability traits as generalised sociability. Dialogue 

is an integral part of sociability. 

Relationships have emergent powers and produce relational goods (the so called ‘intangibles’ 

such as trust, commitment, reciprocity, solidarity, common projects and concerns) and their 

opposites – relational evils [“the pain and suffering which results from the…interaction of 

 

26 Reified means an abstract concept is converted into, or perceived as, a concrete thing (made more real). Social 
objects are things or concepts that connect two people, a cultural reference point that gains meaning through a 
processes of reification (e.g. ritual) e.g. ‘marriage’ is created at a wedding: The most basic rule of sociology is “to 
consider social facts as things” (Durkheim 1938) p. 60 (Donati 2015). 
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rational, well-intentioned individuals” (Ted 2014) (Nakamura 2018) p. 3]. That is, they have 

unpredictable causal powers. These causal powers are partially independent of the 

participants, because they are a product of their interaction rather than individual action. In 

an intervention, there is a dialectical relationship between sociability and relationship goods 

(Fig 18). 

As self-interest groups grow and increase their division of labour, social relations between 

individuals become interactions rather than relationships. In ‘premodern’ societies primary 

sociability is high and secondary sociability is low because: “a social sphere in an associative 

sense does not exist outside the realm of family and kinship” (Donati 2015) p. 305. In the 

absence of an intervention which aims to induce relational reflexivity, it is common that 

participants will not reflect on how a relationship can be affected by their individual action, as 

the relationship is implicit27. So how should the value of these relational goods be judged? 

Archer proposes the following criteria (Fig. 19). 

 

27 “We do not see light, we see with light. In the same way, in the social world we do not see relations, but we see 
with relations, which themselves remain unseen” (Donati 2016) p 356. 

Starting network: there is a network of relations among actors that is activated/mobilised 
to produce a service which hypothesises the creation of a relational good (i.e., an 
intervention). 

Interactions in the network: the dynamic of the network of relations, produce more or less 
reflexive interactions, that produce or consume sociability. 

Properties of the emergent network and its effects: the sociability emerging from the 
interactions in the network does, or does not, produce the planned service and relational 
goods, (morphogenesis /morphostasis). 

Sociability (dependent variable). 

Sociability (independent variable). 

T1 

T2-3 

T4 

Figure 19: Added social value of sociability as the re-generation of relational goods. 

Adapted from (Donati 2015) p. 309 
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In Bourdieu’s schema of misrecognised transaction, these values are the equivalent of 

economic capital (exchange value), social capital (relational value), and cultural capital (use 

value). Dignity is an outlier because Bourdieu was only interested in the public/social and 

leaves the private alone. Dignity in the public sphere would count as cultural capital, but in 

the private sphere it would count as psychological validation. The point of difference is that 

Archer considers relational goods to be unlooked for emergent properties from a relationship 

which may just ‘feel good’ (e.g., people who are in love) whereas Bourdieu’s agents compete 

to acquire these goods, regardless of whether they recognise what they are doing28. This 

emphasises once again that Bourdieu’s ToP is more useful for the analysis of society than 

 

28 The irony is that, if we accept the ‘reflexive habitus’, it is emotional discernment by the habitus that ‘tells us’ we 
are in love. 

Use value. 
The relationship has value 

because it may help the 
individual realise their goals 

(political). 
  

Exchange 
value 

( )  

Relational value. 
The added value of 

someone or thing, owing 
something to the 

relationship which 
benefits the individual 

(e.g., friends). 

The value of dignity. 
The individual’s sense of dignity 
is acknowledged or amplified in 
a way that cannot be achieved 

through negotiation  
(e.g., human rights). 

Figure 20: The analytical dimension of something/someone's 'value'. 

Adapted from (Donati 2015) p. 315. 
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individual practice for two related reasons; 1) he is focused on extrinsic rather than intrinsic 

value and 2) he does not differentiate between the quality of a social relationship compared 

with a generic social interaction. This can cause problems when we are examining IPV and 

relationship interventions, because these interventions are likely to work with intrinsic, rather 

than extrinsic value. The hypothesised increase in relational goods (more trust etc.) is not a 

transaction, but a cost-neutral, win-win situation facilitated by the ‘relationship worker’. 

Similarly in IPV a controlling man may reduce the dignity of their partner for purely intrinsic 

reasons related to their self perception. 

Collective relational subjects 

Relational reflexivity is affected by stance. Communicative reflexives will have an evasive 

stance towards the partners, or group, leading to morphostasis. Corporate agents with a 

strategic stance are the engines of morphogenesis because they work as collective relational 

subjects investing in joint problem solving and action. If we transpose the theory of CP into 

the MA, it would all fit in Archer’s theory of ‘collective relational subjects’. In the group 

context, not only does dialogue with the ‘others’ change their personal reflexivity, but by 

changing their relationship with other group members, individuals can affect the functioning 

of the group, producing social change in a new and different way. The group is capable of 

discernment, deliberation, dedication, and agency. Therefore, the higher-level properties of 

‘collective relational subjects’ are a potential PEP for any individual who associates with a 

group (‘many heads are better than one’). 

Freire’s approach to value is more metaphysical. Like Archer, he recognised that there are 

some, universal and essential, social and emotional, requirements for human flourishing. 

However, he focuses on how dignity, use value, and relational value, are achieved through 

praxis, involving dialogue and action with others. Hence, the intangibles of love, trust, 

solidarity etc are an essential part of the pedagogic method, and the satisfaction that comes 

from achieving this ontological vocation of being human: “the supersedence of slave labour by 

emancipated labour gives “zest for life” (Freire 2001) p. 91. For Freire, the mechanism is the 

outcome. It is being collective relational subjects that enables us to decode and replace the 

ideology of the dominated and is therefore the ideal state for our species. He was certainly 

aware of the added social value of social solidarity and organisation, but he did not theorise a 
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philosophy of emergence, instead it is subsumed into an emerging emancipation (return to 

our ideal state).  

Archer proposes that before we acquire social identity, we have an essential ‘sense of self’ 

(Fig. 16). As with Freire, this means the sense of ourselves as subject and the world as object. 

Archer also accepts that we are born as relational beings (relating to the physical and social 

worlds). These are points of commonality, Archer and Freire may in fact be homologous; 

Donati’s description of facilitators who conduct ‘relational work’ in a secondary social 

relationship seems similar Freire’s CP and ‘social ways of knowing’: 

“All the participants together create an observation of the relations in which the needy 

subjects find themselves ensnared. This observation is not held in common because each 

person crafts it in their own way. Nevertheless, the dialogic methodology allows each one 

to come to agreement with the others on several aspects. These aspects are highlighted by 

the person who is the relational guide, and go towards constituting the We-relation. The 

observation leads to a diagnosis, or assessment, also centred on the relational contexts in 

which each participant’s problems emerge. The relational guidance consists in the fact that 

the person acting as coordinator/facilitator/supervisor helps the participants succeed, in a 

spontaneous manner, in identifying courses of action that can solve their problems by 

applying what has emerged in a relational climate (We-relation) created in the group. In 

this way practical solutions are based on reflexive change in the people through the 

working of their group (relational) reflexivity…it achieves each person’s wellbeing through 

the relational good created by the network, which has truly operated as a reflexive social 

subject…Public institutions become relational subjects if and only if institutional roles open 

themselves to external conversation with informal (non-institutional) roles, that is, when 

they operate together with the latter by building a network of relations which leads to the 

creation or regeneration of the common good as a good constituted by their relations, 

namely, the common good as a relational good” (Donati 2016) p. 366. 

In the clinical practice which Donati is referring to, this would be regarded as ‘reflective 

practice’, in which the facilitator uses their first order emotional response to the observations 

as a sounding board to suggest a diagnosis. Pedagogically, we would say that this is implicitly 

an emancipatory perspective since all ‘change-relationships’ are about power because they 
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involve overcoming ‘limit-steps’. Archer and Donati do not differentiate between collective 

relational reflexivity in primary and secondary relationships whereas the ‘collective’ is an 

essential part of the pedagogic method. If two heads are better than one, are many heads 

better than two? Freire would have said the more the better.  

The good and evil in ‘relational goods’ is simply a category, the set of relational things that we 

experience as pleasing vs. the set of relational things that we experience as unpleasing, but 

why are they pleasing or not? In the 1940’s, Raths showed that children deprived of emotional 

security, trust, values, purposefulness, and conceptual skills, experienced maldevelopment 

(Wassermann 1991). Therefore, an environment that provides this, enables children to be 

healthier and flourish as adults. For whatever reason, adults continue to desire these 

relational goods, and relational evils can cause emotional insecurity. Perceiving oneself to be 

unloved, inadequate, or worthless, causes stress, works against flourishing, and makes us 

physically unwell. If we are hard wired for sociability, this could be a justification for Freire’s 

‘ontological vocation to be human’ (Seal 2016)29  

 The Extended Case Method 
For this study I have chosen to use the extended case method (ECM). This is an ethnographic 

approach, pioneered by Gluckman and the ‘Manchester School’ 30 , and subsequently 

elaborated by Burawoy (Gluckman 1958; Burawoy 2009). ECM seeks to situate a sociological 

‘moment’ within a historical ‘process’, that is, it explores the relationship between agents and 

the stream of social forces in which they are immersed. This is done through a detailed 

historical and observational study of concrete empirical cases, with the aim of extracting 

general principles from specific observations (2010) 31 . For Burowoy, ECM provides an 

opportunity to examine the reciprocal relationships between the microfoundations of 

macroprocesses, and the macrofoundations of microprocesses: “We begin with our favourite 

 

29  Although, perhaps, Freire’s relationship goods do not emerge — but rather they are revealed when the 
oppressive narrative is disrupted. 
30 Gluckman founded The Manchester School of Social Anthropology in 1947. 
31 Both the Chicago School’s Grounded Theory and ECM arose partly in response to the overly-tidy analysis of 
structural functionalism, which tended to ignore anomalies. Grounded Theory is a process of induction, ECM of 
abduction: “where the extended case method uses theoretical narratives as a denouement of the case, grounded 
theory employs theory to construct a grammar of social life” (Tavory 2009) p. 243. 

https://psychology.wikia.org/wiki/Perception
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theory but seek not confirmations but refutations that inspire us to deepen that theory. Instead 

of discovering grounded theory we elaborate existing theory’ (Burawoy, 1998: 16)(Tavory 

2009) p247. There are two reasons why the extended case method (ECM) is an optimal 

method for this study. Firstly, ECM involves researching the context and elaborating context-

agency interaction. Secondly, it accepts that the researcher enters the field with a theory, 

which is then challenged and elaborated.  

Gluckman proposed examining moments of crisis and breakdown to test theory: “to study 

actors empirically through particular incidents and then link the incidents as constitutive of the 

processes studied. Social researchers should thus document a series of disputes, ruptures, and 

norm conflicts and record as much of the total context as possible. Theories could then be built 

from stringing together similar case reports of conflicts over time” (Tavory 2009) p. 24632. In 

contrast to grounded theory, ECM implies that the world can be ordered theoretically 

(Decoteau 2016a; Tavory 2009) a view that is shared by critical theorists33. If a researcher has 

waived their right to introduce theory (and the study participants do not understand the 

deeper forces affecting society) then the impact of these forces may be missed. This is a 

problem if we are considering the effect of power on culture. The ECM practitioner generalises 

their theoretical findings beyond the boundaries of the case to elucidate what has influenced 

the participants’ narrative. They aim to provide “the narrative closure that eludes the empirical 

world...by theories ordering social life and providing it with direction and (as is often the case) 

moral valence” (Tavory 2009) p. 257, a statement which could equally apply to Freire’s critical 

pedagogy.  

“Structural theories predefine precisely what aspects of social life are relevant and 

interesting…Although the very notion of the ‘anomalous case’ must, to some degree, 

 

32 So for example Mitchell linked a succession of witchcraft allegations over time to describe the cyclical nature of 
village politics (Mitchell 1956). Victor Turner, one of Gluckman’s colleagues at the Manchester School, further 
developed ECM by conceiving that such ‘moment’s in process’ were social dramas (Turner 1957). Turner’s work 
focussed on cultural symbols, and since the dialogue in Stepping Stones aims to be authentic, this has a limited 
application to this thesis, however his concept of a ‘sociodrama’ has some relevance because Stepping Stones is 
not just a ‘situation’ but also a ritualistic performance. 
33 “If the ordering of the world is always theoretical, any attempt to claim that the organization of the narrative 
comes from the field alone is nothing but ‘an epistemological fairy-tale’” (Wacquant, 2002: 1481) (Tavory 2009) p. 
250. 
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assume that some kind of narrativity of social life can be detected, these narratives can 

themselves only be cased with the help of an existing theory” (Tavory 2009) p. 257.  

If the cultural action induced by Stepping Stones is the ‘anomalous case’ (where ‘cases’ are 

units of analysis which will be incorporated into an analytic narrative) ECM obligates us to 

start by aligning the research methodology with the intervention logic (that women needed 

to be empowered).  

ECM is a method without an ontology, while Critical Realism is an ontology without a method. 

Since ECM starts with a theoretical narrative, this could be Critical Realism, although “critical 

realists do not delimit in advance the scope of their theoretical domain, but rather, seek out 

theories with the broadest possible explanatory power” (Decoteau 2016a) p. 75. Since Critical 

Realism considers PEPs, SEPs and CEPs as travelling independently (and tolerates that 

heterogeneity), combining a variety of data types may provide a better glimpse of the ‘actual’ 

than traditional ethnography (Barron 2013). 

In trying to avoid the epistemic fallacy it is possible to commit an ontological fallacy by making 

data fit a pre-existing theory which is also a social construction, by “substituting the narrativity 

of social life with theoretical narratives” (Bouwel) p. 94. This can occur in ECM because, in the 

process of case selection, the observer’s etic preference is locked into the definition of both 

the ‘case’ to be studied, and the analytical framework. Bouwel suggests using ontological 

pluralism as a defence, i.e. that some objectivity is to be achieved by trying to match several 

perspectives to the observations. This provides another reason to use Archer, Freire, and 

Bourdieu together. For this reason, while accepting that the intervention was designed around 

the a priori assertions of pedagogy (people are oppressed and prefer freedom, it is possible to 

become more objective etc.), in the analysis I have chosen to be cognisant of Archer, Bourdieu, 

and Freire’s theories to see how well they worked. As I analysed the data, I considered 

whether they supported or refuted each of these theories in turn, with a view to formulating 

a theory with predictive value that could be applied to the evaluation of empowerment. 

My experience from this study follows the experience of Decoteau, who is an exponent of the 

reflexive habitus, and combines Bourdieu and Archer, Critical Realism and ECM. Her method 

(AART) consists of synchronous Abduction (recontextualisation) and Abstraction (relation to 
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theory), followed by Retroduction and Testing. ECM is appropriate for this study for the 

following reasons (Table 2-9). 

2.4.1 Participant observation/listening 
In ECM, Field work is conducted using participant observation. While there are objective social 

facts, any research into the beliefs and intentions of others involves a subjective interaction: 

“A text does not mirror the world it creates the world. Further, there is no external world or 

final arbiter – lived experience, for example – against which a text can be judged” (Denzin 

2005) p. xiv34. 

Traditionally, participant observation means the formalised (and hence objective) component 

of ethnography, which is contrasted with the subjectivity of the anthropologist’s personal 

relationships with the subjects35 (Tedlock 2005). According to Agar however, ethnography is 

neither subjective nor objective, but interpretive, translating the traditions of two worlds (the 

studied and the audience), through the traditions of a third (the researcher). This perspective 

facilitates the abduction and testing of theory and resonates with the critical dialogue in 

pedagogy as a ‘social way of knowing’: 

 

34 Alternatively, in a moment of hubris, Barthes (who admittedly wrote from within his own culture), suggested 
that even in the absence of an absolute truth intermediate arbiters such as insistence, repetition, and 
contradiction, give a partial objectivity, and “‘Demystification’...is not an Olympian operation” (Barthes 1957) p. 2. 
35 Some theorists believe this separation of the personal and the formal is illusory, and participant observation 
cannot be truly objective, which has led to autoethnography and the observation of participation. 

Table 2-9: Why ECM is an appropriate methodology for this study. 
 

1 I have a defined ‘case’. 
2 It allows a detailed examination of the social context. 
3 It examines the microfoundations of macroprocesses and the macrofoundations of 

microprocesses and is therefore strong on context-agency interaction. 
4 I was revisiting a site of previous work with fresh eyes.  
5 Being the instigator of Stepping Stones simultaneously situated me as a participant and an 

observer in the research (as indeed all researchers are). 
6 I was theoretically embedded in the pedagogy of the oppressed when I entered the field. 
7 It attempts to abduct, test, and generalise theory. 

 Source (Burawoy 2009) p. 9. 
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“Ethnographers set out to show how social action in one world makes sense from the point 

of view of another. Such work requires an intensive personal involvement, an abandonment 

of traditional scientific control, an improvisational style to meet situations not of the 

researcher's making, and an ability to learn from a long series of mistakes. The language of 

the received view of science just does not fit the details of the research process very well if 

you are doing ethnography” (Agar 1986) p2. 

Where ethnographies of similar groups or similar topics differ, this could be because of 

differences in the audiences addressed, in the background of the ethnographers, or in the 

groups themselves36. Depending on the cultural orientation of each of these three groups, 

social practices may either jar or be invisible, compared with the traditions of the researcher 

and/or audience. This jarring (or perhaps ‘culture shock’) is reminiscent of Bourdieu’s 

challenged habitus (Table 0-3, Annex D). The noticed differences occur when a ‘strip’ of 

observed social practice conflicts with the current ‘schema’ of the researcher and is known as 

a ‘breakdown’. I use this approach in my consultations with patients and in PLA, both of which 

are interpretative. My clinical style is based on Motivational Interviewing37, which (amongst 

other things), attempts to understand other’s perception of their internal world by observing 

their speech and behaviour. I feel Agar’s perspective resonates with this style. 

We can see the traditions of the ‘researcher’ (or clinician), as creating a cultural horizon to 

their comprehension of other’s traditions, when the horizons of the different traditions have 

been fused (changed or expanded), the breakdown appears to be resolved. Here Agar 

references Gadamer who was also an influence on Freire, and the comment below echoes 

Freire’s belief that because of the ‘social way of knowing’, increased objectivity is achieved 

through dialogue and resolution. 

“Resolution is a linguistic/ conceptual process. Language is the public storehouse of 

tradition, the signal of just what it is in the world that is significant, the resource for 

speculatively creating new worlds. So it is no surprise that he concludes that the fusion of 

 

36 For example, Gluckman was famous for proposing several convincing but wildly divergent explanations of data 
during seminar discussions at the Manchester School (Evens 2005). 
37  Motivational interviewing focuses on exploring and resolving ambivalence, and centres on motivational 
processes within the individual to facilitate change. 
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horizons is the “proper achievement of language” (Gadamer 1975). When we combine the 

importance of language with resolution's dialectic, emergent nature, we see resolution as a 

process that relies on a logic of question and answer” (Agar 1986) p. 3. 

Gadamer’s view on the importance of speech for understanding is supported by a review of 

anthropological studies which used participant observation. This concluded that much 

participant observation is in fact engaged, or ‘participant’ listening, and that “ethnography 

involves a mixture of ‘‘watching what happens, listening to what is said, and/or asking 

questions through informal and formal interviews” (Hammersley 2007) p. 69. The end point of 

resolution is a (theoretical) coherence, which dialectically changes the researcher’s perception 

of their own culture (Table 2-10). 

Agar implies elements of abstraction and abduction in his practice. For example, the 

researcher’s ‘tradition’ might be a hypothesis which is tested and modified in an iterative, 

dialectical process39, but the resolution of breakdowns in theory can also lead to different 

theories emerging, this “is dissonant with the received view of social research that describes 

linear movement from hypothesis through data collection to analysis” (Agar 1986) p. 2. 

However in the words of Gadamer, such investigation “certainly has nothing to do with an 

unscientific “commitment”; instead, it is concerned with the “scientific” integrity of 

acknowledging the commitment involved in all understanding” (Gadamer 1975) p. xvi (Agar 

1986) conclusion p.2.  

 

39 Once breakdowns have been resolved they may be forgotten, the researcher asks less about them, and the 
researched assume the researcher understands. Consequently, the researcher tends to forget earlier ‘surprises’ 
as they go further, the ultimate end point of this being ‘going native’. 

Table 2-10: What makes theoretical resolution coherent in participant observation. 
 

1 It shows why it is better than other resolutions that can be imagined.  
2 It ties a particular resolution in with the broader knowledge that constitutes a tradition.  
3 It clarifies and enlightens, eliciting an “aha” reaction from the members of different traditions 

that make up the ethnographic encounter.  
4 A successful resolution will also do more than resolve a single breakdown. “The coherence 

that results must apply in subsequent situations”  
 Source (Agar 1986) p. 4. 
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 Conclusion & analytic framework 
My earlier work on the Stepping Stones pilot lacked content validity because we had a poor 

understanding of the social context and lacked a process evaluation. The experimental 

paradigm was inappropriate because it depended on successionist causality. The MRC 

recommendations for theory driven process evaluations in RCTs could be used to introduce 

generative causality into evaluation, using realistic evaluation (Moore 2015). Realistic 

evaluation and ECM are appropriate strategies because they analyse the interaction between 

participants, the intervention, and their social context, exposing system-level attributes.  

We now have three perspectives on the structure-agency ‘elephant’. Archer emphasises 

coercion and agency as active processes while Bourdieu emphasizes them as passive [his 

agents are ‘society’s being’ (Donati 2015)]. Combining these perspectives can deliver insight. 

Decoteau used Bourdieu’s field theory in a realist extended case study for describing the 

antecedent context and its causal tendencies and developing models which she reintroduced 

and tested against her data (retroduction). She found ToP “an excellent tool for building a 

morphogenetic model because it allows for plotting material and symbolic structures, as well 

as their embodiment and transformation through subjects’ habituses, across time and space” 

(Decoteau 2016a) p. 73. Regarding the elephant, Freire sits between Archer and Bourdieu 

because he emphasises the escape of active agency from the passive oppression of the 

system. By using all three theories (and accepting the concept of the ‘reflexive habitus’) we 

can explore the role of both socio-cultural conditioning (shaded cells) and active agency 

(unshaded cells) in oppression and emancipation (Table 2-11). 

Returning to the field five years after the intervention provided an opportunity to examine 

long term sustainable change, retrospectively review the context-participant and context-

Table 2-11: Archer, Freire, Bourdieu: Agency and oppression. 
 

 Archer Freire Bourdieu 
Generative mechanism More active. Transformational. More passive. 
Of agency. Stance.  Praxis. Habitus.  
Of coercion. Manipulation. Dominant culture of passivity. Symbolic violence  
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facilitator interaction during the implementation 40, and “to explore the utility of theories 

underpinning intervention design and generate questions of hypotheses for future research” 

(Grant 2013). The aim was to move beyond the villagers emic theorising and elucidate how 

agents interacted with their social context, thus gaining a more objective “glass box” 

understanding of the mechanism by which pedagogy changes social practice. But how should 

I proceed with the case study?  

Each of the three key theorists proposed a triad for investigation (Table 2-12).  

Archer has the most comprehensive and versatile approach, and so I have chosen to structure 

the case study around her taxonomy. To facilitate this analysis, the research question can also 

be divided into context, mechanism, and outcome (Table 2-13).  

 

40 The limitations are that as a retrospective study subject to recall bias the data will necessarily be in an ontological 
study, rather than experimental ‘evidence’. 

Table 2-12: Archer, Bourdieu and Freire’s taxonomies of investigation. 

 Archer Bourdieu (Grenfell 2012) p. 221. Freire 
1st Context Analyse the relationship between the social 

field and the field of power to which all 
fields relate. 

Scouting 

2nd Mechanism Map the relations between positions of 
power. 

Decoding/thematic 
analysis of limit 
situations. 

3rd Outcome Analyse the habitus of the agents. Dialogue 
 Comments 

 

Context is 
extended by 
analytical 
dualism to 
include the 
interaction of 
SEPs and CEPs 
in society at 
large. 

Bourdieu’s first step would cover the process 
of macroprocesses on microprocesses such 
as colonialism. Compared with Archer, his 
second and third steps fall between an 
assessment of the local context of the 
intervention, and an evaluation of SEPS and 
CEPs which might be used as legitimating 
strategies. Because he does not analyse 
morphogenesis, there is no elucidation of 
mechanism, and therefore no possibility of 
an outcome analysis besides a before/after 
comparison of change in habitus and 
position. 

These cannot be applied 
in a retrospective 
qualitative study; 
however, I can be 
cognisant of the thematic 
analysis done during the 
adaptation and 
implementation of 
Stepping Stones. 
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This is reflected in the structure of the case study as follows (Table 2-14). 

Table 2-14: Structure of this extended case study. 
 

Section CMO Domain Chapter Title 
Literature  Context Structure  3 Colonisation, social structure & gender. 

Fi
el

dw
or

k  Methods 4 Methods. 

Context Structure 5 The marital system. 

Culture 6 The cultural system. 

Emergence 7 Emergent properties. 

Mechanism Mechanism 8 Habitus, ideal speech & the public sphere. 
Outcome Outcome 9 Elaborating culture to prevent violence. 

Discussion Theory  Analysis 10 Agency, empowerment & wellbeing. 
     

 

Table 2-13: Research question divided by context, mechanism and outcome. 
 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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Part 2: Extended case study 
 

Source https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-46973684. 

Figure 21: The Bridge. 
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 Literature: Colonisation, social structure, & 
gender

Figure 22: Top: Kunta Kinteh Island. Did half a million slaves leave from here? Bottom: Central 
African Rifle’s expedition to capture Fode Kaba.  
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 Introduction 

In his work on the Berber of Algeria, Bourdieu described a society which was peripheral to 

complex western consumer culture, a ‘subaltern society’. This term could also be appropriate 

for the Jola during colonisation. The quote below, illustrates Bourdieu’s view on the effect of 

macroprocesses on microprocesses in Algeria. 

“The essence of the situation of economic dependence (of which the colonial system is an 

extreme case) is...of exogenous, accelerated change, imposed by the imperialist power. In 

these circumstances, the extent of the free decision and initiative left to the economic 

agents seems to be zero; and one might think that…they have no option but to adapt to 

the imported system. In reality, agents brought up in a quite different cultural tradition can 

only succeed in adapting to the cash economy by means of a creative reinvention which is 

the very opposite of a purely mechanical and passive forced accommodation…As it evolves, 

economic organisation tends to impose itself as a quasi-autonomous system which expects 

and demands of the individual a certain type of economic practice and dispositions” 

(Bourdieu 1979) p3. 

Archer, Bourdieu, and Freire are not historical materialists, but they agree that structural 

factors are more often determinant than cultural factors, because they define society’s 

‘bottom line’. This seems as true for the Jola who are remarkable for 1) preserving their ethnic 

identity in opposition to external political power and 2) adapting their social structure in 

response to the associated economic forces. The military and social survival of the Jola, was 

dependent on a clan-based system of extended families. They had no king but were bound 

together by social obligation mediated through a marriage system based on daughter 

exchange (arranged marriage). The Jola only converted to Islam in the 20th century. 

Throughout the colonial era they were frequently in conflict with the neighbouring Mandinka 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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who sought to enslave them. In contrast to the Jola, the Mandinka (who originated from the 

Malian empire) were an Islamic, feudal society.  

“On the south side of this river, over against James Fort, in the empire of Fonia, and but a 

little way inland area sort of people called flops1, who are in a manner wild: they border 

close to the Mundingoes and are bitter enemies to each other. Their country is of vast 

extent, but they have no king among them, each of their towns being fortified with sticks 

drove all round and filled up with clay: They are independent of each other, and under the 

Government of no one chief; not withstanding which, they unite so firmly that all the force 

of the Mundingoes (tho’ so very numerous) cannot get the better of them” (Moore 1778)2. 

In this chapter I explore how the macroprocesses of colonialism and Islamic Jihad influenced 

the structural microprocesses of the marriage system and the cultural microprocesses of 

identity formation that maintained it. In the Gambia gender identity is managed by the 

training of children and we cannot discuss this without discussing male, and female genital 

mutilation (FGM). This practice continues despite it being illegal, but community support for 

it is declining (UNFPA. 6/2/2020). In The Gambia (F)GM is known as circumcision. I believe 

that the people who have undergone genital mutilation (GM) have the right to name it. 

Therefore, in this thesis, I use the word ‘circumcision’ when I am discussing the data and 

‘(F)GM’ in the analysis. People who have been initiated or who participate in masquerade are 

considered to belong to a secret society. Researching secret societies is difficult because a 

researcher who joins such a society will also be sworn to secrecy. Therefore, the information 

I present about masquerade societies is derived from a handful of anthropological studies 

scattered across the region.  

These societies helped men to retain their position – and women to contest their role.  

 

1 The word ‘Diola’ was first used by the French in 1845, in earlier accounts they were known as Flops, Floops, or 
Fulups. 
2 This description is echoed by contemporary Gambian writers such as Sonko-Godwin who states that traditionally 
the Jola are regarded as “hard working, fiercely independent, and to govern themselves through Clan loyalties 
rather than by allegiance to one king or ruler” (Sonko-Godwin 1988) They could elect wartime leaders for short 
periods however, “The social organisation of the Jola has always been a rudimentary communal system. Each 
patriarch with his relations, dependants and servants occupied a separate compound, walled in, and stockaded 
against real and imagined enemies” (Faal 1997) p18.  
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 Jola history 
The Jola people occupy the space at the limit of West African Islamisation, on the Southern 

boundary of the Sahel, where arid scrub meets equatorial forest. It is possible that they have 

been here since before the 13th century (Faal 1997). This part of West Africa is defined by 

several large river deltas and mangrove swamps, which drain the hills of the Fouta Djalon in 

Guinea Conakry. The Jola live between The Gambia River in the North; the Cacheu River to 

the South (Guinea-Bissau); and the Bintang Bolong (tributary of the Gambia) and the 

Sangrougou River (tributary of the Casamance) in the East. Their homeland is centred on the 

Casamance River delta, in southern Sénégal, which has given its name to the whole region. 

The capital is Zuiginchor. There is a high rate of seasonal malaria (the British term ‘White 

man’s grave’ referred to either The Gambia or Sierra Leone). 

There are about half a million Jola divided into fourteen subtribes. Jola living to the North of 

The Casamance are called Jola Foni, Jola living south of the river are called Jola Casa. ‘Foni’ 

translates as ‘areas’ and relates to subtribes or dialects. There are two foni in Sénégal and two 

in The Gambia. The enclave on the southern bank of The Gambia consists of about 50,000 

people living in five districts known in The Gambia as “The Foni”. The Jola Casa are Catholic 

following French/Portuguese colonisation, while the Jola Foni are Muslim, but they all share 

aspects of their traditional religion known as Awasen. Before the colonial era, this area was 

in the hinterland of a series of inland African empires in Mali. The Mandinka occupied middle 

and upper Gambia extending into the upper Casamance; the Jola in the Lower Casamance 

delta, and the Bayanuk/Banyuk (now a Jola sub-tribe) occupied the middle Casamance, in 

between. 

The colonial era was heralded by the Portuguese King Henry the Navigator’s capture of Ceuta 

in Morocco following which he decided to bypass Morocco as an intermediary in the gold 

trade by opening a sea route to West Africa (Table 3-1). There had been a trans-Saharan slave 

trade for centuries. The Portuguese also traded in slaves and, in preparation for what was to 

come Henry commissioned a hagiography, which made the case for white supremacy for the 

first time (Kendi 2017; de Zurara c. 1453). The advent of the Atlantic slave trade caused a 

massive increase in the numbers of slaves sold, shifting the economic centre of gravity from 

the trans-Saharan trade routes to the Atlantic littoral. The Europeans wanted to purchase 
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slaves but not to conquer territory, so they set up ‘slave factories’ to supply slaves for the 

‘middle passage’ from the Atlantic islands of Cape Verde and Sao Tome. The principal threat 

to these factories was from other European states, and they often changed hands as 

European wars were continued into the colonies. 

The Jola lived directly opposite the St James Island in The Gambia river which was the only 

slave factory with year-round anchorage in the sub-region. Using available figures (Thomas 

1997; Eltis 2004), I estimate that between 300,000 and 500,000 slaves came through James 

Island and the adjacent Albreda over the next 350 years. This is a very large number 

considering the population of The Gambia would have been far lower than today.  

Muslim Africans considered it acceptable to enslave non-Muslim Africans, and would often 

conduct slave raids, or razzias, against the Jola. The Jola opposed slavery and defended 

Table 3-1: Key dates for the slave trade in The Gambia. 
 

1415 Portuguese capture Ceuta in Morocco. 
1434 -finally sail south of Cape Bojador (Mauritania) using lateen rigging. 
1444 -buy slaves in Arguin, Mauritania, and reach Sénégal. 
1445 -colonise Cap Verde islands 400 km off Sénégal. 
1446 -reach the Gambia river. 
1458 -deputation led by Diogo Gomes establishes trade relationship with the Songhai 

Empire at Cantor in mid Gambia. 
 -de Zurara publishes “Crónica dos feitos da Guiné”. 
1461 -establish slave factory at Arguin. 
1481 -establish slave factory at Amina, Ghana. 
1493 Columbus reaches the Americas. 
1506 First European reference to the Jola made by Fernandez. 
1518 Beginning of Atlantic slave trade. 
1588 Portuguese establish the Fort Cacheu slave factory in Guinea Bissau 
1627 Dutch West India company establish Gorée slave factory in Dakar. 
1645 Portuguese establish trading post at Ziguinchor on the Casamance river. 
1651 Duchy of Courland establish slave factory on James Island in the Gambia river. 
1662 British seize James Island. 
1673 French establish the Fort St. Louis slave factory on the Sénégal river. 
1681 -establish trading post opposite James Island (Albreda). 
1730-5 Francis Moore works in The Gambia as a clerk for the W. African Company. 
1738 -publishes travelogue. 
1770s Suliman Bal commences jihad against African kingdoms in Northern Sénégal. 
1795 The explorer Mungo Park arrives in The Gambia. 
1799 -publishes travelogue. 
1808 British outlaw the slave trade.  
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themselves. Any Portuguese ship that got stranded on the sand bar at the mouth of the 

Casamance River was liable to be attacked and the crew killed, and they refused to participate 

or relate to the Portuguese in any useful way (Linares 1987)1. No doubt many Jola were 

enslaved but this did not prevent the Jola from increasing their lands and moving into new 

areas, the Gambian Foni being predominantly Jola by the 18th Century. 

In 1808 the British outlawed the slave trade but domestic slavery continued. At this time it is 

estimated that about half of the Gambian population were slaves (Hennig 2009). To replace 

their lost income local African (or Soninke) states raised taxes on local farmers. This provoked 

rebellions against the ‘Nyancho’ aristocracy, such as the Jokadu rebellion, and paved the way 

for their overthrow by jihad in the Soninke-Marabout wars of 1850-1867. These jihads were 

led by Marabouts (religious leaders2) from the north who wanted to purify the faith and 

abolish the caste system (Wright 1987). Subsequently the Marabouts became the principal 

opposition to French expansion in Sénégal.  

The Jola had to defend themselves against Islamic jihads from 1860 until the jihadists were 

finally defeated by French and British intervention in 1901. In 1867 a Mandinka Marabout 

called Fode Kaba settled in the middle of the South Bank with his small army3. For the next 20 

years he raided the Jola communities to his West, and the Fula communities to the East, 

 

1 Linares has reviewed the historical record of the Jola. They were “great warriors feared by all their neighbours” 
(Fernandez 1506); “rebellious blacks”, “these blacks do not sell blacks” (De Alvares De Almada 1594); they wished 
to have “no communication with the whites” and were “continually at war with their neighbours” the Banyuks 
only recognising the Banyuk ruler as their king “under duress” (Jean Baptiste 1728). Coelho mentions a village in 
the Casamance full of escaped slaves “whom the inhabitants refused to ransom, or resell to the whites for any 
money” (De Lemos Coelho 1669). As a result, the Banyuk mounted razzia against the Jola and sold them to the 
Portuguese. La Corbe describes Banyuk and Jola villages as being heavily fortified and while travelling by canoe 
considered the possibility of being ambushed by Jola archers The Banyuk were later displaced and assimilated by 
the Jola possibly because the Banyuk rulers “sell into slavery infinite numbers of their subjects” (Moore 1778) 
while throughout The Gambia ‘criminals’ were literally sold down the river since “all punishments are changed 
into slavery” (Linares 1987) p121. 
2Berber preachers from Marrakesh introduced Sufi Islam to West Africa during the 11th century. It has had an 
enduring influence, because its implicit mysticism is particularly compatible with West African traditional beliefs 
(Mbacké 2005). Sufism is an aesthetic aimed at enlightenment, reminiscent of Christian monasticism, and is 
dependent on ‘brotherhoods’ (disciples of a particular teacher). Its followers (or Mourides) have been a source of 
fanatical religious warriors throughout the centuries. Mourides were based in a dormitory or fortified 
headquarters building known as a rabat, and the West African word Marabout is derived from Berber word 
Mourabit which literally means ‘garrisoned’ in a rabat. Over time ‘Marabout’ has come to mean a political leader, 
teacher, holy man, or religious witch doctor. In modern Berber Marabout translates as ‘saint’. 
3 Six hundred foot and two hundred horse. 
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converting much of the population by the sword, and forcing the Jola villages to erect 

defences (Faal 1997). 

To the West between the Foni and the Atlantic lay the Kingdom of Kombo. The Marabout 

Fode Silla overthrew Kombo with British support in 1875, and began to raid Jola communities 

Table 3-2: Key dates from the end of the slave trade to independence. 
 

1808 West African Squadron established by Royal Navy to intercept slavers. 
1819 West African Squadron based in new colony of Freetown, Sierra Leone. 
1821 British establish colony at Banjul on the Gambia (S. bank) to deny river to slavers. 
1826 -seize and fortify Fort Bullen on the N. bank from the Kingdom of Niumi.  
1838 French establish colony on the island of Carabane, in the Casamance river. 
1840 Jokadu rebellion against the Kingdom of Niumi (N. bank of the Gambia). 
1850s Sharif of Mecca appoints Jihadist Umar Taal (Moroccan Tijaniyya brotherhood) 

Khalifa for the Western Sudan. 
1850-56 1st. Soninke-Marabout War.  
1862-7 2nd. Soninke-Marabout War. Maba Diakhou Bâ and Fode Kabbah overthrow Niumi 

and the kingdoms of the Gambian N. bank. Bâ killed in battle.  
1867 Fode Kabbah settles on the S. bank of The Gambia, conducts razzias against the 

Jola. 
 West African Naval Squadron disbanded. 
1875 The Marabout Fode Silla captures the Gambian coastal Kingdom of Kombo with 

British support. Razzias against the Jola. 
1880 French control of Sénégal established. 
1885 Gambia ceded to Britain at the Treaty of Berlin. 
1886 Portuguese cede Ziguinchor to the French. 
1889 France and Britain agree a ‘paper’ boundary between Sénégal and The Gambia. 
1893 The Gambia made a British protectorate. 
1894 Domestic slavery prohibited in The Gambia but not enforced. 
1894 Britain seizes the Kingdom of Kombo and depose Fode Silla. 
1900 Fode Kabbah kills two British boundary commissioners. 
1901 Fode Kabbah killed by joint British/French punitive expedition.  
 The Marabout Cheick Mafoudz founds pacifist community at Darisalami (Foni). 
1901-14 Jola resistance to British and French pacification. 
1906 Domestic slavery prohibited in The Gambia again but still not enforced. 
1914 France annexes the Casamance. Conscription for the First World War. 
1926-28 French hold witch trials in the southern Casamance. 
1931 Marcel Griaule exhibits film of Jola boys’ initiation (from the Mission Dakar-

Djibouti) at the colonial exhibition in Paris. 
1942-44 Casamance tax revolt led by Aline Sitoé Diatta. 
1947 Mouvement des Forces Democratique Casamanҫais (MFDC) established. 
1950 Trans-Gambian Highway constructed from Ziguinchor to Dakar. 
1956 War of independence starts in Guinea Bissau. 
1960 Sénégalese independence. 
1964 Gambian independence. 
  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maba_Diakhou_B%C3%A2
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maba_Diakhou_B%C3%A2


Literature review: Colonisation, social structure, & gender. 

3—108 

 

in the Casamance and Gambian Foni for slaves that he sold eastwards4 (Nugent 2008). He 

became notorious for raiding when the granaries were full and the cattle fat (Nugent 2007), 

a pattern of warlordism which continued in the narco-wars of the 1990s. By 1901, the majority 

of Senegambia apart from the Jola were Muslim (Faal 1997). In that year Cheick Mafoudz, a 

Marabout 5 , founded a pacifist community just inside the Gambian border known as 

Darisalami. Here he preached conversion by persuasion rather than force6. 

Pacification 

The French and British monetised the economy to collect tax, colonial coin replacing cowrie 

shells as currency in the 1890’s (Mark 1998). However, when they moved in to fill the vacuum 

left by Silla and Kaba, they found that collecting taxes from the Jola was difficult. The area 

was depopulated and difficult to govern because the Jola there were warlike and had no 

recognised leaders. In 1899 the British commissioner (who was later killed by Fode Kaba) said 

“There is only one name for the Jolah, ‘Savage’ and he must be treated as such; naturally it 

will take him many years to work him up to the standard of other tribes” (Sitwell 1899; Nugent 

2007). We can compare this with the comments of French official in 1907; “The Diola pushes 

to an excess his love of independence; despite four centuries of contact with Europeans, he 

haughtily affirms his right to liberty. Even today, and the boundary delimitation commission 

encountered the rough experience, the Diola do not hesitate to attack those who risk 

themselves on their Diola territory” (Baum 2004).  

Like the jihadists before them, the French responded to Jola resistance by burning granaries 

etc. (Nugent 2007). This resulted in recurrent waves of refugees into The Gambia, something 

which was set to continue for the next century. Eventually both the French and British were 

forced to appoint Mandinka chiefs to provide liaison between them and the Jola population, 

and of course, raise taxes (Sonko-Godwin 1988). This only exacerbated the existing hatred for 

 

4 Writing about some communities near Bignona (half way between the river Casamance and the Gambian 
Frontier) Linares (Linares 1992a) believes these raids depopulated the border region – including some of the last 
Bainunk settlements. Subsequently the area was repopulated by Jola from South of the Casamance who gave 
their support to the Jola Nationalist movements of the 1990s.  
5 A member of the Mauritanian section of the Faddiya brotherhood. 
6 Mafoudz and Silla are contrasting figures, and there is an apocryphal tale of a meeting between the two of them, 
in which Mafoudz tried to persuade Silla to renounce violence Nugent believes that the fact that Mafoudz was 
not Mandinka contributed to the mass conversion of the Jola Foni in the 1930s (Nugent 2007). 
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the Mandinka. The system rapidly fell apart on both sides of the border due to hostility, and 

the colonisers had to create Jola ‘chiefs’ to replace them7 (Nugent 2008). Many traditional 

chiefs were driven out of their villages; and new ones installed by the French who 

‘reconquered’ them. In 1917 the Governor General of Afrique Orientale Françoise (AOF) 

stated that “we are not the masters of the lower Casamance. We are only tolerated there” 

(Faye 2006). Seeing an opportunity to repopulate the Foni, the British set taxation lower than 

the French to compete for immigrants; “these French Jolahs…although rather wild they are 

industrious and good farmers; in their own country they are afraid of conscription, and the 

system of poll tax is unpopular”. The British High Commissioner to The Gambia 1913 (Nugent 

2007) p232. 

The French regulated Jola traditional practices several times (De Jong 1999). In 1926 they, and 

their newly appointed chiefs on the south bank of the Casamance, put Jola people on trial for 

witchcraft, intervening in a problem that would previously have been dealt with through 

traditional practice. Baum suggests the witch trials were a political coup against the old 

‘leaders’ of the Jola many who were prominent Awasenao or shrine custodians (Baum 2004)8. 

 

7 In The Gambia the system broke down within the first few years of the 20th century, as Mandinka travelling on 
the open road in the Foni would be attacked and robbed. Mandinka chiefs continued in the French administered 
Casamance until the First World War, when they were required to identify conscripts for the army (Le Tirailleurs 
Sénégalais). I have heard that conscription was little different in The Gambia, in the Second World War, when 
alkalos would be told to identify young men to be sent to Burma with the West African Division.  
8 Baum claims that between 1926 and 1928 the chiefs in the Oussaye district of Base Casamance, manipulated 
the French. The colonial powers had been transfixed by the possibility of cannibalism in Africa despite the 
complete lack of evidence for it. As indigenous adviser and translator to the French colonial courts the regional 
chief managed to examine witnesses about the consumption of souls through witchcraft, but maintain the illusion 
to the French that what was actually being discussed was the physical consumption of human bodies. The result 
was that the traditional Jola leadership was decimated, the new regional and village chiefs had their position 
strengthened, and the French had the opportunity to assert their authority. 
In common with other parts of Africa, beliefs about witchcraft are that witches consume the souls of their victims 
when they are asleep. The victim then slowly enters a physical decline characterised by listlessness (loss of life 
force) until death. In Awasen there are two types of witches Kusaye and Kassanga. Kassanga are a rare subtype 
that are considered to physically eat human flesh as well as the soul. The concept of Kassanga is rarely used in 
Jola culture but had to be dusted off for the trials. However even such physical eating is somehow in the spiritual 
world. Eg A body can be eaten without it being exhumed, or the Kussanga being close by. Kassanga are thought 
to give human meat to others without them knowing and are used to explain vomiting following consumption of 
“bad meat”.  
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Awasen is full of prescriptions for warriors, who carry numerous charms to give strength, 

allow a silent approach, or render the wearer invulnerable to stabbing or bullets etc9. Spirit 

shrines (ukine) were also important in any declaration of war. The ukine spoke through the 

elder who was its guardian and had to give permission for a conflict. Thus when a community 

went to war it was aided by its spirits, but the ukine can only participate if the war is a ‘just 

war’ in the Awasen paradigm (Baum 2004)10. Given the association between shrines and 

warfare it is not surprising that the French regarded Awasen practitioners as opponents to 

French rule. Women and men had their own shrines, so the decline in shrines removed one 

of the few positions of power available to women.  

Jola opposition to the French continued during the Second World War. Not only was there 

conscription, but in 1942 the French government began seizing half the area’s rice harvest for 

the war effort. A boycott by market women enlarged to become a tax revolt led by Aline Sitoé 

Jatta11 (Fig. 23) which was only suppressed in 1944.  

 

9 To this day men demonstrate the power of their jujus through displays of machismo, bravado, and warriorhood 
during the initiation procession and at wrestling competitions. 
10 Baum suggests that because the Ukine were associated with warfare, military defeat would cause their powers 
to be questioned, caused the Jola to lose faith in the their deities making them more amenable to conversion to 
Catholicism and Islam later (Baum 1986). 
11  A Sénégalese hero, Aline was a Jola rainmaker and prophetess, she was also paraplegic. She advocated 
abandoning groundnuts and returning to rice production. It is claimed she was told to return to Ziguinchor to lead 
the protest in a dream. The French deported and jailed her to Timbuktu in 1943, and she is thought to have died 
from scurvy a year later (Toliver-Diallo 2005; Davidson 2016).  

Figure 24: Aline Sitoé Jatta 1920-1944. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timbuctu
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Nationalism 

During and after the Second World War there was an increase in Jola nationalism and 

demands for independence from France and Sénégal, culminating in the formation of the 

Mouvement des Forces Democratique Casamançais (MFDC) in 1947. The construction of the 

Trans-Gambian Highway led to seasonal migration and it has been suggested that increased 

contact with Dakar fuelled Jola resentment that the Casamance was being exploited by the 

dominant Wolof people of northern Sénégal (Nugent 2007).  

In 1980, a demonstration for Casamanҫais independence was followed by an extensive 

Sénégalese backlash. This led to the MFDC being reformed and embarking on a war of 

independence in which an estimated 3-5000 people were killed and approximately 10-13,000 

refugees left for The Gambia, or Guinea Bissau. On a day-to-day basis the MFDC was an ethnic 

movement. There was a sense of ownership of ‘the boys’ by the Jola community, whether or 

not they approved of their activities, and it was said that the rebels often took sanctuary in 

Table 3-3: Key dates post-independence. 
 

1973 Guinea Bissau war of independence ends. Portuguese withdraw. 
1975 -Freire starts to advise Guinea Bissau literacy programme (which fails). 
1978 -Publishes ‘Pedagogy in Process: The Letters to Guinea-Bissau’. 
1980 Ziguinchor demonstration for Casamanҫais independence. 
1981 Libyan backed attempted coup in The Gambia suppressed by the Sénégalese army 

under a mutual defence pact. 
1982 MFDC reformed. Atika, it’s military wing, launches independence war. 
1986 First case of HIV in The Gambia. 
1987 The Gambia Experience starts package holidays to The Gambia from Brita 
1992 MDFC divides into two factions, the Front Nord on the Gambian border and the 

Front Sud along the Guinea-Bissau border, Front-Nord ceases military operations. 
1994 Alliance for Patriotic Reorientation and Construction (APRC) seize power in The 

Gambia under President Jammeh who is a Jola. Wins elections in 2001, 06 and 11. 
1999 Coup by General Mane in Guinea Bissau supported by Front-Sud. Sénégalese and 

Front-Sud forces fight in Bissau City. 
2000 Serrekunda massacre (The Gambia). 14 demonstrators killed by police.  
2006 Peak antenatal HIV prevalence in The Gambia (2.8%). 
2007 President Jammeh claims he can cure AIDS. Advises patients to stop medication. 
2008 -threatens to behead homosexuals. 
2009 Witch hunts by APRC militia (‘the green boys’) against opponents. 
2011 St. James Island renamed Kunta Kinteh Island. 
2014 Casamance conflict ends. 
2017 President Jammeh (ARPC) loses Gambian election and is removed by ECOWAS 

forces. Sénégalese army fight MFDC forces defending the president’s ranch. 
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the sacred circumcision forests. Most of the MFDC membership were Jola, and many rebels 

proselytised for the Jola culture and practiced Awasen. The Jola public were often divided 

about whether to support the MFDC, and in a couple of instances took up arms against them 

(Nugent 2007)12.  

The Gambia achieved independence in 1965 and was governed by the (predominantly 

Mandinka) Peoples Progressive Party led by Sir Dawda Jawara until 199413. During this period 

The Gambia was developed as a package tourism destination, and increased engagement with 

global markets. However, the collapse of the international price for groundnuts and rice led 

to indebtedness and reliance on food imports, while corruption and slow economic 

development led to increasing dissent. In 1994 Gambian soldiers returning from ECOMOG14 

duties in Liberia, marched on The Gambian capital, Banjul, because they were owed back pay. 

Jawara interpreted this as an attempted coup and fled. The soldiers took power forming the 

Alliance for Patriotic Reorientation and Construction (APRC), with Lieutenant Yahya Jammeh, 

a Jola and head of the Military Police, becoming president.  

President Jammeh was born in the Foni, not far from the study area, and received significant 

support from the Jola community who had felt neglected by the Jawara administration. He 

constructed a large ranch, house and zoo at his home village, and dispensed large amounts of 

charity in the area, as well as building a new hospital. He was re-elected three times but 

perpetrated electoral intimidation, torture, and disappearance of opponents15. He lost the 

2017 election but had to be forced to hand over power16.  

  

 

12 The Jola living in area covered by the old kingdom of Fogni Jabakunda (a Jola Soninke kingdom), recreated a 
self-defense militia they had used during the slave raids of Fode Silla in the 1890s, to protect themselves from 
Atika in the 1990s.  
13 During this period The Gambia was held to be a model of democracy leading the Organisation of African Unity 
(OAU) to locate its human rights commission in The Gambia. 
14 Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Monitoring Group 
15 In the early days President Jammeh was a staunch supporter of the Stepping Stones project, but became 
increasingly despotic over time. 
16 By an ECOWAS military intervention led by, Ghana, Nigeria and Senegal (for the second time). Subsequently 
local Jola Foni protested at Kanilai against the ECOWAS occupation, one demonstrator being shot. 
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 Change in social structure 
Taxation works as a colonial strategy because it requires monetisation. To get money, 

subsistence farmers must sell their produce and increase their production of cash crops, this 

makes their produce available to the colonial power for export, at the same time stimulating 

consumption of imported commodities. This forced the Jola to change several economic 

practices. 

3.3.1 Migration & the rise of the ‘stranger farmer’ 
There was continuous migration by Jola from the north bank of the Casamance into The 

Gambia. Initially this was to acquire land in the areas depopulated by Fode Silla and to avoid 

French conscription. Between 1913 and 1918 the population of Gambia increased by 39,000 

(Mark 1985; Nugent 2007), resulting in ethnically mixed communities on a scale not 

previously seen. Within these communities ethnic stereotypes continued as a tool to maintain 

identity but declined in intensity, as village of origin became an increasingly important 

identifier (Nugent 2008).  

The British and French promoted groundnut export to Europe for oil manufacture from 1820, 

and there was increasing demand for groundnuts for food in the Americas. Groundnut exports 

from The Gambia to the West Indies increased from 10 baskets in 1830, to 13,544 tons in 

1857, when it accounted for 70% of Gambian exports (Hennig 2009). In the Foni, groundnuts 

grow on the upland, and rice is grown either in upland rain-fed paddies, or by the river. After 

colonisation, the Jola required money to pay tax17 and later to buy commodities and pay 

school fees. For this reason, the Jola increased groundnut production as a cash crop, and rice 

production declined. During the 19th century they had surplus rice to sell, but by 1929 The 

Gambia has become a net rice importer of 11,000 tons p.a.(Carney 1990), and the French 

began to source more rice from Indochina.  

Because cash cropping caused increases in the price of food staples (including imported rice) 

feeding slaves all year round became more expensive, and they began to be replaced by 

 

17 In the early 20th century, Jola men and women travelled around The Gambia collecting rubber and palm oil 
which they would take to Banjul, this was the beginning of seasonal migration. In the 1920s the rubber trade 
collapsed, and once again groundnuts became the main cash crop aga (Lambert 1999). 
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“stranger farmers” 18. Stranger farmers are share-croppers who are loaned land in exchange 

for work or a share of their produce (Hennig 2009), a practice that still continues throughout 

West Africa (Swindell 1977). Although illegal, domestic slavery continued into the 1930s when 

it became economically redundant19, but as early as 1918 Jola Foni villages in the Casamance 

(who did not keep slaves 20) sent young men to work for money as stranger farmers on 

Mandinka ground nut farms in The Gambia (Nugent 2008). This seasonal migration by young 

men became known as the “Navetaine” in Sénégal. It gave stranger farmers the opportunity 

to explore new areas with a view to permanent migration (Lambert 1999), or simply to 

increase their income as the groundnut harvest came slightly earlier in the Casamance than 

The Gambia, and Jola could migrate after their own crops were in. 

By the 1930s men began to take their sisters on the Navetaine to provide hotel services, they 

did not usually receive a share of the profits21 (Lambert 1999). After the Second World War 

more Sénégalese were employed as civil servants as the French repatriated economic 

activities to Sénégal. This led to urban development and by the 1960s industrial development 

made household commodities available. Jola women began to sojourn for the dry season 

working as maids and using their income to buy these commodities to take back with them. 

This led to the new practice of collecting a bride’s trousseau or ‘bottom drawer’, which then 

became the women’s justification for migration (Lambert 1999)22. Kurimen (paternal aunts 

and nieces) worked collectively to help new arrivals settle in the city and save money. There 

were many attempts by the men of the community to prevent the young women leaving, 

including meeting the Zuiginchor-Dakar ferry to ask young women whether they had their 

husband’s permission to travel. These attempts were generally ignored by the women 

 

18 At the same time, seasonal production of groundnuts became less labour intensive with better tools. 
19 The relatively recent demise of domestic slavery explains why a ‘caste’ system which separates most people in 
Senegambia into slave and non-slave families is still much in evidence today. 
20 However, Jola in the Casamance delta did use slaves to reclaim and desalinate rice paddies from which they 
kept a proportion of the yield. There were constant raids between the clans of the delta collecting slaves for 
ransom or labour (Bertrande-Bocande 1849; Linares 1987). 
21 In the past Jola men and women had travelled to the urban area together to sell palm wine and rubber, but 
women had been excluded from the groundnut trade (Dellenborg 2004).  
22 The collected items are not a dowry, because they are always under firm control of the bride, [the husband 
may not even see them (Lambert 1999)]. 
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(Lambert 1999). By 1993, 80% of Casamance Jola women aged 15-24, and 82% of men aged 

20-40, were seasonal migrants to the main cities in Senegambia23 (Pison 1993). 

3.3.2 Gendered division of labour 
The gendering of tasks is fluid and under the control of men (Carney 1991; Schroeder 1999). 

In the Jola Foni, there is a division of labour between the sexes (Linares 1992a). Most tasks 

are gendered, with the rules even being imposed on children. Rice was the Jola’s domestic 

food staple from before the colonial era, and as I discuss later, farming was a collective 

enterprise involving men and women. This became gendered with the advent of cash 

cropping and the adoption of Mandinka social practices known as Mandingisation. The Jola 

learnt ground nut farming from the Mandinka, for whom it was a man’s crop, and the colonial 

powers dealt with men in their efforts to promote its production. This gave Jola men the 

opportunity to take ownership of cash cropping groundnuts (keeping the money) and 

withdraw from co-operative rice farming with women. In Archer’s terms in an attempt to 

balance the demands placed on them from the natural, practical, and social order, they 

reflexively changed their relationships with their wives and inadvertently produced 

‘relationship evils’ (2.3), a view that may have been shared by Aline Sitoé Jatta. As men’s 

groundnut production increased, households became more reliant on the women’s rice crop 

for their food supply, and the gendered division of farming increased. As a new crop, 

groundnuts were not symbolically integrated into Jola culture, so cultural traditions that 

required donations of cattle and large quantities of rice for feasting were diminished, and the 

social redistribution of surplus between households reduced (Linares 1985). In the present, 

the wife is responsible for providing rice while men are expected to pay ‘fish money’. 

Unfortunately, male refusal to provide fish money does not relieve the wife of her 

responsibility to feed her family. Other tasks such as collecting firewood, repairing rainwater 

dykes etc. are ungendered, so men can also shift responsibility for these tasks to women by 

simply not doing them24.  

 

23 Being HIV positive was associated with Navetaine for men but not women. 
24 Common examples of this discussed in Stepping Stones were payment of school fees, the purchase of school 
uniforms, and food. 
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Financially, husbands and wives always operate independently rather than operating a ‘joint 

account’. Crops are owned by the owner of the field unless the farmer clears it from virgin 

bush. For this reason, men do not permit their wives to clear land, if they do, “when the 

husband dies or divorces his wife, the wife will still retain the land which is wrong. Women 

must not own land” interview by (Rahman 1949; Carney 1993). Therefore, women are not 

allowed to sell their rice and it is used for family consumption. In the 1980’s faster-maturing 

rice varieties allowed women to increase productivity and they began to diversify into market 

gardening (Schroeder 1993) but later groundnut prices fell as the IMF encouraged 

overproduction and the USA dumped their surplus on the international market25. As the 

relative contribution of the husbands to the household fell, women became poorer, despite 

being more productive. By 1996 The Gambia was considered a highly indebted nation by the 

World Bank (UNCTAD 1998). 

 Change in culture 
Marriage 

Jola marriage is a variant of a polygynous system found across Muslim and non-Muslim West 

Africa, in which there are more similarities than differences (Madhavan 2001; Orubuloye 

1994). In a multi-ethnic sample of 62 women from around The Gambia, 72% of marriages 

were between relatives, 16% being patrilineal cousins, and 10% matrilineal cousins, 42% of 

first marriages were to a cousin (Hough 2006)26. Many progressive women have opposed 

polygyny, for example see (Bâ 1989). 

Prior to the arrival of Islam there was no limit on the number of wives a man could have, and 

the Soninke Kings were known to have harems27. Following conversion, The Gambia followed 

the Quranic prescription that a man may have up to four wives28. Approximately 60% of 

 

25 Produced by subsidised, mechanised farms in the Midwest. 
26 In the Gambian Foni, 50% of the population living in settlements of fewer than 300 inhabitants, with many 
families in each settlement having same surname (patronym). The extended family (hank/fank) take their 
genealogy back three generations to a pair of grandfathers. Non-hank people are considered to be the general 
family or brotherhood of the Jola (batiae) (Linares 1988). 
27 Visitors to a village would often be invited to choose a woman from the harem to take care of their needs while 
they stayed. 
28 Which can be exceeded in wife inheritance. 
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marriages are polygynous, the majority having two wives. The decision to take another wife 

lies purely with the man, although the Quran specifies that a man should not take more wives 

than he can afford to support and must treat all his wives fairly and equally.  

Fertility is a contested area between men and women with many men being opposed to 

contraception29. On a day-to-day basis, wives are dependent on their husbands for cash, but 

some wives may also see themselves as competitors for the husband’s children30. This is 

because, in the Sharia, inheritance of the man’s property is based on how many children they 

have. If the man is childless the share of the property that goes to the wives is a quarter 

(equally divided). If there are children, this decreases to 1/8, but since a widow is likely to be 

supported by her children, the more children she has the greater the family share, with boys 

inheriting twice as much as girls. A childless wife is significantly disadvantaged31. 

Urbanisation is the only factor to significantly affect the male fertility rate in The Gambia. 

Most rural men say they want as many children as possible, and the total male fertility rate is 

12.8. Their brothers, who live in urban areas, have a fertility rate of 3.2 (Ratcliffe 2000). This 

is independent of the fertility of the men’s wives because if one wife stops having children, 

the man can take another wife. The rural-urban difference in male fertility is probably because 

children are a resource in the rural area but a cost in the urban area. Children as young as six 

can be productive on the farm, whereas in the urban area, children require food and school 

fees but produce nothing. 

 

29 70% of contraceptive use is by depo provera injection which has the advantage that it can be taken secretly. 
30 I have heard stories in which a wife might try to convince her co-wives that she was a favorite, buy new 
underwear in order to produce it when the husband retuned from travelling, claiming to the other wives that the 
husband bought her a gift. 
31 On the death of a husband who has several wives with children, his parents inherit 33%; the wives (together) 
inherit 12.5%; and the children (together) 54%, with males inheriting twice as much as females. Therefore, if a 
man has 3 wives, each with two sons and two daughters, each wife inherits approximately 4% while her children 
inherit 18%; so she is quite dependent on her children inheriting and supporting her. The more children she has 
compared with her co-wives, the greater the 'family' share. Sharia is included in the Quran, but exhortations to 
modify Sharia inheritance using a will are in the Hadith. Although the Hadith are considered fundamental Islamic 
texts, and Sharia inheritance is seen as a process which should also include a will, in much of the Islamic world 
this point is unknown and writing a will may even be seen as 'un-Islamic'. For this reason, I included an exercise 
on "gifts in life" (a traditional form of verbal will) in the Stepping Stones programme. 



Literature review: Colonisation, social structure, & gender. 

3—118 

 

Jola society is based on a clan structure which is organised through arranged marriages, and 

the social obligations which travel with them. Daughters given to another family (kurimen, 

kurimenak), cement ties with those families through a process of ‘daughter exchange’ 

(previously known as sister exchange): “marriage is regarded as a social obligation which 

every normal person must perform. Failure to do so means cutting the social cycle of life, and 

anything that goes towards the destruction of such a cycle is considered wicked and evil...In 

this regard...everything possible is done to prepare people for marriage and to make them 

think in terms of marriage” (Sagnia 2003) Ch. 4. Not surprisingly, arranged marriage has 

proved as enduring as the clan system, and today in The Foni it can be practiced in the same 

way as was described for the Mandinka in 1778 (with the exception of the iron bars and 

slavery):  

“The people here…marry their daughters very young; even some are contracted as soon as 

they are born, and the parents can never after break the match; but it is in the power of 

the man never to come and claim his wife; and yet without his consent she cannot marry 

another. Before a man takes his wife, he is obliged to pay her parents two cows, two iron 

bars, and 200 cola, a fruit that grows a great way within land: it is an exceeding good 

bitter, and much resembles a horse-chestnut with the skin off [Kola nut]. When a man 

takes home his wife, he makes a feast at his own house, to which all who please come 

without the form of an invitation. The bride is brought thither upon men’s shoulders, with a 

veil over her face, which she keeps on till she has been in bed with her husband, during 

which the people dance and sing, beat drums, and fire muskets. After his wife is brought to 

bed, the women alone are subject to all the mortifications attending so long an abstinence; 

for every man is allowed to take as many wives as he pleases: but if the wife is found false 

to her husband, she is liable to be sold for a slave. Upon any dislike, a man may turn off his 

wife, and make her take all her children with her; but if he has a mind to take any of them 

himself, he generally chuses such as are big enough to assist him in providing for his family. 

He has even the liberty of coming several years after they have parted, and taking from her 

any of the children he had by her. But if a man is disposed to part with a wife who is 

pregnant, he cannot oblige her to go till she is delivered” (Moore 1778) p. 326. 
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If a wife’s natal family has taken other women from her husband’s family to be wives; or if 

her sisters have married into her husband’s family, her position is strengthened. One study 

found that 46% of the wives who had come from a neighbouring village had a sister married 

to the same extended family (hank) as they were (Linares 1988). This means that the wife’s 

relationships with other family members in her husband’s compound may have the quality of 

‘staying with relatives’32.  

3.4.1 Female Genital Mutilation 
One of the drivers for Jola-Mandinka intermarriage in The Foni was land tenure. An in-married 

Mandinka woman maintains usufruct rights to land in her natal village for herself and her 

children. In the Jola system a wife leaves her usufruct rights when she joins her husband’s 

family and works her husband’s paddies. Therefore Weil believes upland Jola men married 

riverine Mandinka women because they (and their children) could access desirable, riverine 

rice paddies (Weil 1976) freeing up land previously used for rain-fed paddies for groundnut 

production (which also benefitted the husband) (Pison 1993). Since their sons could work 

fields from their hank group, their mother’s hank group, and even their paternal 

grandmother’s hank group, they could farm a portfolio of fields that are close together and 

encompass different land types from up to three villages 33 . If the arranged marriage 

relationship with the Mandinka community continued, then their daughters would need to 

convert to Islam and undergo female genital mutilation (FGM) to marry Mandinka men34. 

Traditionally the Jola had practiced male circumcision but not FGM35. 

 

32 Maternal nieces from the wife’s family may be fostered by the wife and raised in the husband’s compound with 
a view to them marrying one of the husband’s brothers. A wife may also send her daughter back to be raised by 
her natal family and to marry (Madhavan 2001). Linare’s study found that half the women would marry within 
the village and about half would marry to a village 2 km away, in the traditional Jola village; but in the semi-
mandingised village, women were not allowed to marry men of the same surname. Consequently, these women 
married further afield to six other villages (which were still within walking distance <15 km) (Linares 1988) see 
(3.4.2). 
33 The man can also mobilise all these communities for help in the event of a disaster such as fire. 
34 Even though the Mandinka construct FGM as an Islamic tradition, it is an African tradition which travels 
independently from religion. 
35 In 2010 as many as 80% of Gambian women had undergone FGM (Kuo 2016). In 2015 The Gambia became the 
27th sub-Saharan African country to ban this practice 35. 
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There is also evidence that young women voluntarily adopted FGM from the Navetaine, which 

seems counter-intuitive from a Western perspective. Dellenborg suggests that by adopting 

FGM women also gained an express route to adulthood and membership of a ‘secret’ 

society36 (Dellenborg 2004) while the equality advocated within the Islamic ‘community of 

the faithful’ (Umma) superseded ethnic differences (Nugent 2008). In The Foni the negative 

19th century connotations between the Mandinka, Islam and Jihad, were replaced by more 

peaceful associations through the non-violent teaching of Cheikh Mafoudz. Islam facilitated 

Jola migration, giving them an ‘in’ if they worked as seasonal migrants, or settled, in a non-

Jola community. If Jola migration into the Foni was the end, conversion to Islam was the 

means. As Jola migrated to the Gambian Foni in the 1930s, geographical and cultural 

boundaries between the Jola and the Mandinka became more porous (Nugent 2007). This 

lead to a ‘softening’ of Jola ethnic identity and the adoption of some Mandinka customs, a 

process known as ‘Mandingisation’ (Nugent 2007; Linares 1992a).  

3.4.2 Mandingisation 
In the late 1980s Linares compared the adoption of other Mandinka customs in three 

Casamanҫais villages, distributed between the Jola heartland and The Gambia (Linares 

1992a). It was her opinion that proximity to town corresponded with increased 

Mandingisation. Jola villages could list customs borrowed from the Mandinka which were 

known as “bunarabu bati kumandingaku” – literally “the path, the way of the Manding”. 

Principally this involved patron-client relationships in land ownership, and the use of unisex 

work teams (kafo in Mandinka). As I will discuss later, there was a tension between the 

relative sexual freedom traditionally practiced by the Jola, and the simplistic Mandinka code 

of practice for women, which are mainly derived from interpretations of the Quran. The fact 

that the freer Jola traditional practices were still present, illustrates that Mandingisation was 

 

36  Traditionally Jola women were initiated into such status groups after childbirth, access to these groups 
therefore being controlled by men (the father to arrange the marriage, and the husband to conceive the child). 
FGM on the other hand is organised by women. While I agree with the points raised by Dellenborg, I do not think 
post-FGM women receive any benefit apart from being categorised as ‘adult’ (highly significant though this is). 
The Navetaine also enabled boys to be prematurely accorded the status of men (including taking a wife) because 
they were cash rich, otherwise they would have to wait for initiation ceremonies which might not come round for 
5 years. 
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only a superficial process applied to the higher levels of village organisation, but not 

necessarily impacting on personal behaviour37. 

Reminiscent of the Marabout-disciple relationship, in Mandinka communities there is a 

patron-client relationship which revolves around the ‘founding families’ of the village. These 

lineages descended from the original settlers who owned the land. Key roles such as that of 

the village chief and Imam must be selected from these lineages. This system is also applied 

in the Gambian Foni, where chiefs are known by the Mandinka word alkalo. Immigrants and 

newcomers (including myself) must ally themselves to one of the founding lineages, who have 

a responsibility to allocate them farmland. If this is a temporary relationship the newcomers 

are known as stranger farmers38.  

Women’s status 

“By transcending the boundaries of the parochial community and indigenous spirits and moving 

toward the larger universe and the authority of the supreme being, Islam further undercut the 

significance of women” (Mikell 1997) p. 64.  

Like Christianity, Islam accords increased status to men because they are the intermediary 

between God and women39. In The Gambia, it is said that a wife may not enter heaven unless 

her husband vouches for her at her funeral. This is a key influence on women’s behaviour 

throughout Senegambia irrespective of their ethnic group. For a woman everything is 

dependent on how society rates her ‘virtue’.  

 

37 Jola culture was also actively maintained, and many people still subscribed to their Awasen (traditional) beliefs, 
which were not necessarily considered to conflict with Islam. Awasen rituals remain strongly in evidence at the 
male circumcision ceremonies (futumpaf) where fermented maize beer (bunkab) is consumed, as are traditional 
kinship systems which are not derived from the Quran. The Mandinka on the other hand, had been Islamic for 
hundreds of years and their social systems reflect this, for them piety is an aspirational value.  
38 In return the patron could expect to benefit from the support of clients at village meetings. There are echoes 
of the Marabout-Talibe (teacher-student) relationship in this system; the patron is said to steward the land for 
Allah, while at a practical level the patron has an almost parental responsibility to represent their client in village 
affairs and have some regard to their well-being. Compare this with a description of the relationships in 
Senegalese Marabout centred communities by (Fatton 1986) quoted by Linares. “The Marabouts were enmeshed 
in a patron-client relationship, whereby as patrons, they extended to their peasant clients the material and spiritual 
support of belonging to a prestigious Islamic brotherhood. In return, the Marabout expected the devotion, 
allegiance and free labour of their clients”. Migrants who clear new land from the forest own the land they clear. 
39 Women are not allowed to pray inside the mosque because menstruation causes spiritual contamination. 
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In traditional Jola society male and female elders gain their authority from managing family 

spirit shrines (sinaati or ukine). Kuseek and kurimen have their own shrines known as 

furamben and ebune respectively. The elder’s role was to placate the spirits to prevent them 

causing harm or to rectify harm they had already caused (many spirits are linked to disease 

symptoms). Post Mandingisation, ukine were perceived as satanic and were therefore 

discouraged. Instead, elders retire from work and are respected for their Marabout-like 

qualities of wisdom and advice giving40. There is a loss of status for older women here, since 

an older man will be accorded more respect than an older woman in Islamic society. We can 

imagine how an increase in male religious authority could facilitate the maintenance of 

inequitable gender relations41, and Linares documents an increased gender division of labour, 

with increasing inequity in workload, access to cash crops and new technology, which 

travelled with Mandingisation (Linares 1992b). She defined three levels of Mandinka cultural 

penetration. The ‘fully Mandingised’ community being most like our study communities42 

(Table 3-4). She found wives’ public power weakest, and male assertiveness strongest, in 

Mandingised communities43.  

  

 

40 A wise old man is said to have a large ‘shadow’, and beneficiaries may speak of being in some one’s shadow. 
41 NB Linares cautions us about assuming inequity mean “worse off”, especially if these changes occur against a 
background of general economic or educational development. 
42 The villages were Jipalom in Foni Brefet (across the border from our study area), Fatiya towards the coast, and 
Sambujat on the banks of the Casamance. Jipalom was most rural, Fatiya was closer to the local market town, and 
Sambujat lay in the Jola heartland of Ousaye (Base Casamance). Fatiya was fully Mandingised having been 
associated with Mandinka since the Jihad of Fode Silla. The communities I studied are between semi and fully 
Mandingised, daughter exchange was the norm, and awasen beliefs were quite strong. However, none of the 
communities had shrines; there were some surviving shrines in other villages that people might visit (including 
one run by women), but these were few. Mandinka type compounds were present in every community and land 
ownership by ‘founding families’ was the norm. However, it was still acceptable for men to help the women in 
their fields if they wished.  
43 “Manding-type Islam has moulded “appropriate” male behaviour. This includes acquiring such talents as the 
ability to speak well, to play host to strangers, to extend protection to young men, to be even handed with wives 
and, of course, to be pious and patient. Together with these qualities goes a certain arrogance and assertiveness, 
[towards women–implied], characteristics that are difficult to explain in any other than subjective terms. [The 
Mandingised community] was the only village where men would remark to me, albeit in Jest: I’ll give you in 
marriage to X…My friends [in the traditional and weakly Mandingised communities] would have considered this 
sort of aggressive bantering in very poor taste” (Linares 1992b) p. 179. 
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Mandingised women married further afield and were therefore less likely to have the support 

of women family members in the compound. In Jola society, the bride’s family continue to 

exercise some control over their daughter’s future and wellbeing. An in-married Jola woman 

(kuseek) receives few rights through marriage and has relatively little status in her husband’s 

Table 3-4: Social changes in mandingised communities. 
 

 Degree of Mandingisation 
 Traditional  Weak Full 
Men’s work 
groups 

Based on shrine 
membership, proceeds 
go to shrine. 

Male group unnecessary because of stranger farmers 
and animal traction. 

Women’s work 
groups 

Hank wives can be 
hired by women. 

Women groups raise money for themselves and are 
hired by each other in lieu of male labour. 

Animal traction  Shared. Owned by men. 
Men’s farming 

Men and women have 
their own fields but 
farm together. 

Cash cropping. 
Gender division 
of labour 

Help each other at 
times. 

Men and women only 
worked together on the 
fields belonging to the 
Marabout. 

Women’s 
farming 

Grow rice for subsistence. Women’s produce owned 
by husband.  

Compound Brother’s family move 
out. 

Brother’s family remain in compound. 
Women share compound chores. 

Women’s shrines 
Served by Women (two shrines).  Property of the 

kuriimen.  
Discouraged.  

Meetings Frequent. 1 month every 5 years. 
Kuriimen renew vows to 
brothers. Considered 
‘unmarried’ while there. 

No male or female shrines. 

Priest/ 
Awasanao 

A woman born and 
married in the village. 

Male family member. None. 

Function Bless the harvest etc.  Spirit seen as dangerous 
and needs to be 
placated.  

Kuseek more important 
than kuriimen. Women 
married further away, 
fewer wives from same 
family in compound. 

Role of Kuriimen 
in ceremonies 

During ceremonies 
husbands provide 
food/offerings which 
only women can eat. 

Organise for male 
initiation (Futampaf).  

    
Hank = extended family going back three generations. 
Kuseek = Wives who have married in to the community. 
Kuriimen = Wives who have married out of the community. 

Summarised from (Linares 1992b). 
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family 44, but has status and special responsibilities in her own family as an out-married 

woman, or kuriimen. During a marital dispute, the daughter may flee to her family (leaving 

her children behind) and her family will welcome her and negotiate with the husband’s family 

on her behalf. A wife may also return home for childbirth, or during breast feeding, or after 

divorce, and kuriimen are obliged to conduct special celebrations and rituals in their natal 

village (Linares 1988). Therefore, cognatic relationships (individuals linked by common 

ancestry through the male or female line45) are strong, but exogamous, affinal relationships 

(i.e. through marriage) are weak. Therefore, marriage to a nearby family offers a wife more 

support.  

Even if a daughter marries into a family a long way from her father’s home, daughter exchange 

can confer some protection. This is because she may be joining some of her sisters, her 

mother’s sisters, or their daughters in the compound. Thus, a weak (affinal) relationship with 

her husband’s family is complemented with a stronger cognactic one. However, the wive’s 

role as kuseek became more important than their role as kurimen with Mandingisation. 

 Gender identity 
We have seen that the clan-based social structure survived the colonial era, but economic 

production, land use, religious belief, and marriage patterns changed. Although women 

executed some changes such as the Navetaine, relative to men, women’s power seemed to 

be reduced by the colonial process. What was the impact of this on the cultural 

microprocesses of gender identity? Most of the available information on social behaviour is 

contemporary, however we can get a small glimpse of the past through Moore and Park’s 18th 

century travelogues, and historical accounts of masquerades (which have a central place in 

gender politics). 

Jola men have belonged to a secret society based around initiation for centuries, but this only 

occurred for Jola women when they adopted female initiation from the Mandinka in the 

 

44 An exception being if she has had children and is widowed she can stay (usually with her sons), and be buried 
in her husband’s community (Hough 2006) p51. 
45 Agnatic means related through the father, uterine through the mother. 
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1940s. Both men and women had their own designated groves or ‘circumcision bush’ where 

the other sex are not allowed to go. The rituals of either initiation cannot be disclosed to the 

uninitiated for fear of sanction46. Initiation marks the transition from childhood to adulthood, 

defines normative behaviour by gender and age grade, and is a precursor to marriage. The 

blood lost in genital mutilation has been construed as a libation to the ancestors47. 

Initiation includes a period of training that takes place in the circumcision bush (or later, for 

the girls, in a house) so there can be no doubt as to what the correct gender role is. Women 

and men lead different lives, and the secrecy of their respective initiations effectively defines 

an ‘other’ but does not imply equality. The average age gap at marriage is about 10 years, 

with the man being older. From a Quranic perspective, the husband is expected to continue 

the woman’s training that was started by her father, i.e. the husband has a parental or 

mentoring role. For a man to marry an older woman is considered unacceptable and would 

be subject to much ridicule, as it would overturn the balance of power, and hence the whole 

concept of marriage48. As with children, violence may be used to instil discipline, and in 

general wives are expected to display stoicism; “A good woman, even if she is beaten every 

day by her husband, she does not move an inch. Only bad women are not willing to marry as 

she does” (Madhavan 2001) p457. 

In a study of a multi-ethnic community at the coast, Skramstad describes the insulting use of 

the word prostitute to suggest a woman who behaves improperly is also sexually immoral: 

“Girls who smoke in public and walk about in the street without a legitimate purpose, as 

well as girls who refuse to help their mothers, may be said to be like ‘prostitutes’ or 

‘manly’. 

 

46 The sanctions will be spiritual, for girls the belief is that you may be eaten by a crocodile/spirit. 
47 ‘Among the Jolas, it is believed that the shedding of blood during the (circumcision) operation serves to bind the 
circumcised to the land and to the ancestors...the circumcision blood is like making a covenant...between the 
circumcised, the land, the departed, the community and people among whom you are born’ (Sagnia 2003) p5. 
According to the fieldworkers the ancestors live in the earth which is as fluid for them as the air is to us. They walk 
around with their feet against our feet in a world which is literally the inverse of our own.  
48 A reflection of this child like status is that the wife is not allowed to leave the compound without the husband’s 
permission, this has been known to cause problems with wives not going to hospital when needed when their 
husband was travelling. 
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“Prostitute” (Wolof: chagga) or “prostitute-like” (Wolof: chaggaya) were used as 

metaphors not only for signification of improper female sexual behaviour in particular, but 

also for improper female behaviour in general” (Skramstad 1993) p. 51, 56. 

‘Prostitute like’ behaviour contradicts the behaviour taught during the Mandinka girls’ 

initiation (nyaakaa), when girls are instructed to maintain their virginity for marriage, and 

FGM is performed49. It appears, however, that it is not sexuality per se which is important, 

but the public demonstration of womanly virtue and decorum: 

“Women could...have premarital or extramarital relations without attracting a bad 

reputation or being considered prostitute-like, if they avoided making it public. Women 

who had lovers, but tried to hide this from the public eye, and who managed appropriate 

public signification of lack of sexual accessibility, were not stigmatised as prostitutes. 

People might have known that she was “not steady”, but as long as her transgressions 

were kept private, they has no significant repercussion on her reputation” (Skramstad 

1993) p 5650.  

3.5.1 Normative femininity 
As I discussed, the Jola borrowed the female initiation ritual from the Mandinka. Skramstad’s 

respondents described the purpose of Mandinka girls’ initiation as being to reinforce three 

principles, which, in her view was “one of the ways of cultivating “girls of the right kind”.” 

(Skramstad 2008) p52: 

“Gender, sexuality and thus also fertility are also constructed through the training of girls 

to respect others (horomo), to endure (sabati), and to be discrete/secretive (suturo). Most 

 

49 FGM in the Gambia is a type 2 pharaonic circumcision involving clitoridectomy and excision of the labia minora. 
Infibulation is not a part of the procedure sparing the girl some of the obstetric complications seen in Somalia. 
Theoretically the clitoridectomy should be total, but this may not always be the case. Most of the mortality 
associated with the procedure is caused by infection around the time of the excision. This can be aggravated by 
the fact that the girls are not allowed to wash for a week. Sometimes the women will take other steps to cauterise 
the wound such as getting the girl to squat over a fire, this can cause scarring and obstetric problems. 
50 Either that for a woman to have an ‘outside husband’ to feed her family is an approved moral position, or it is 
not her morality but her public reputation/cultural capital which must be maintained for daughter exchange. 
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Mandinka girls learn these qualities through upbringing (kullu) at home and through 

participation in the girls’ initiation ritual (nyaakaa boyoo)” (Skramstad 2008) p51. 

Together these qualities define what it is to be a ‘good’ Muslim51. Respect means showing 

respect and courtesy to elders and family. Endurance means tolerance, patience, cheerfulness 

in adversity, and stamina. Secrecy means not gossiping or sharing family or initiation secrets.  

The word for uncircumcised52 (Solima), “is…associated with “those who know nothing”, or are 

“rude”, “ignorant”, “immature”, “uncivilised” and “unclean”. For my informants, women living 

alone or with a friend risked a reputation as a prostitute. Both chastity and virginity was a 

virtue and celebrated, and the ability of sexual self-control was cultivated through the 

nyaakaa ritual” (Skramstad 1993) p. 81. 

Girls’ initiation follows a different process to that of boys in that genital mutilation (GM) and 

training occur at the same time (nyaakaa), whereas usually for boys GM has already been 

performed by the time of initiation (futampaf). The whole community, men and women, are 

mobilised to prepare for futampaf, which is also a public celebration, but men are usually 

disinterested in nyaakaa which they do not see as a Jola tradition, or an imitation (De Jong 

2007). The equivalent of the futampaf celebration for girls is nyaakaa buro, which occurs a 

year after nyaakaa. At this time there is a ritual washing but minimal training. The 

consequence of this is that the training occurs while they are in pain from the FGM. Skramstad 

felt the ability to “bear” pain was an important part of “endurance”, including in the girls’ case 

– childbirth: “When I argued that the pain must be so unbearable that the practice should 

stop, the two Mandinka women asked me whether I considered childbirth as painful. When I 

said that I found childbirth very painful, they replied, “But you still do it, do you not?” 

(Skramstad 2008) p. 72. 

 

51 Skramstad sees girl’s initiation as an act of purification relevant to both mothers and initiates moving towards 
an ideal of womanhood. 
52 “Rude uncircumcised boy” was a common insult or reprimand, once my Landover had a puncture and I had no 
jack. Men from the nearby village came to help voluntarily. I was not allowed to assist and watched as the men 
worked as a disciplined team, (mainly in silence), to lift a four-ton vehicle in the air. A teenage boy joyously 
watched and gave advice from the side-lines. He was immediately put down as a “rude uncircumcised boy” and 
told to shut up.  
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Girl’s FGM was organised entirely by the women of the village and the circumciser (nyasimba). 

Girls tended to have FGM younger than boys, perhaps at age 7 – sometimes as young as 5. 

Frequently they were tricked into entering the procedure unprepared, usually being told they 

were going to the fields to eat bananas. They were then taken to the sacred circumcision 

bush, held down and cut. Afterwards they would stay in one of the women’s houses for a 

week where they recovered and memorised songs.  

From a western human rights perspective FGM is a distressing subject, and women are usually 

constructed as the victims of an oppressive patriarchal ideology. This makes the Jola situation 

where women voluntarily adopted and practiced FGM, difficult to comprehend. It would be 

naïve to think that men had absolutely no part in this, since it enabled daughter exchange 

with the Mandinka, however, since these accounts suggest that women were the final arbiters 

in the decision it seems reasonable to think that they perceived it to be advantageous in some 

way. De Jong believes that by adopting the nyaakaa (gassus) Jola women; “design their own 

Muslim identity, asserting their own, ritual competence, cast in a performance of secrecy” (De 

Jong 2007) p53. We should note that there is a marked difference between male and female 

initiation, because futampaf promotes ethnic differentiation, while nyaakaa promotes 

cultural assimilation53:  

“Men consider gassus a Mandinko tradition and perceive the practice as a result of the 

cultural domination by this significant other. The women in turn consider the ethnic origin 

of this practice completely irrelevant. To them gassus is primarily an Islamic 

obligation...The female initiation seems to amount to an inversion of male initiation. Male 

and female initiation should therefore not be interpreted as complementary forms of ritual 

separation. Men perceive female initiation as a Mandinko practice, while their own male 

initiation inscribes a Jola identity. Male initiation demarcates an ethnic boundary, while 

female initiation negates this boundary. Female initiation produces an alternative 

subjectivity that subverts male subjectivity” (De Jong 2007) p53.  

 

53 For example, women were open to inviting strangers of different ethnicity if they considered it appropriate, 
men might exclude other Jola from their initiation if they were from a different region. 
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Perhaps more significantly, it may return some of the power women lost with their shrines, 

by enabling them once again to organise as a secret society. 

3.5.2 Inverted femininity 
Jola and Mandinka women with reproduction problems may become kanyelings and practice 

sexual inversion, through the way of the kanyeling (kanyeling yaa). In this context, sexual 

inversion means adopting the role of an anti-woman rather than that of a man, the women’s 

behaviour being the opposite of the dominant ‘emphasised femininity’. Ironically, this may 

bring further definition to the emphasized femininity, its dialectical opposite. The origin of 

kaneyling yaa is uncertain, but it may have been invented by Jola women after the Second 

World War; the word itself seems to have Jola origins from the verb “to fool around”. It was 

rapidly taken up by neighbouring Mandinka communities, so most communities in the region 

have kanyeling members. 

In the 60’s the kanyeling were more organised than now, being an association with a head,and 

local priestesses who would travel to new villages to encourage women to join. The Chief 

priestess took permission and advice from male Islamic leaders, giving her Islamic legitimacy 

(Weil 1976). 

Kanyeling kafo’s practice a spiritual strategy of anti-normative behaviour to overcome fertility 

problems. A woman’s identity and status is very much bound up with becoming the mother 

of many children, and some argue that under the Sharia a marriage that has lasted seven 

years without a child should end in divorce (Sundby 1998). Seven percent of Gambian women 

meet demographic criteria for secondary subfertility (Sundby 1998; Walraven et al. 2001; 

Ekpo 2000). Subfertile women feel stigmatised, and if they have fewer successful pregnancies 

their husband will be encouraged to take more wives (Ratcliffe 2000)54.  

 

54 Many kanyeling foster children, and indeed children are constantly moving between relatives for childcare. 
However, the guarantee of support in old age can only really come from biological children, as inheritance, rights, 
and responsibilities, follow biological lines. 
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Infertility or child death is attributed to the effect of a jealous “spirit husband” (jinoo55), who 

seeks to mar the woman’s earthly relationships, by disrupting her reproduction. Kanyelings 

practice “God begging”, that is they try to look pitiful in the sight of God, to secure his blessing. 

Kanyeling women play the clown role systematically inverting social norms. They deliberately 

transgress ideals of feminine decorum through lewd and obscene behaviour and nudity. They 

play practical jokes, wear tattered clothing, eat greedily, steal, cross dress, expose 

themselves, use offensive language and satire. They always try to appear happy, singing and 

dancing at public ceremonies. By inverting gender norms not only does a kanyeling become 

a more pitiful woman, but she conceals herself, her pregnancy, and her children from her 

jinoo, who will no longer recognise her56.  

Once it is agreed that a woman should become a kanyeling she is re-initiated. Initiation often 

involves the woman being stripped and beaten by her kanyeling sisters. She may also be made 

to eat food with sand or spit in it. Initiations vary from one community to another but can 

include being taken back to the site of their original initiation57. So, while FGM passed from 

Mandinka to Jola, an inverted initiation passed from Jola to Mandinka. 

Although being a kanyeling is a low status position, it appears to come with some power, as 

during their performances the women irreverently satirise the self-important, who are 

generally men. If their husbands or other men do not use their kanyeling name they will be 

made to a pay a forfeit, as will male bystanders who do not show appropriate respect. 

Kanyelings may cross dress, and Weil describes them being given a symbolic penis when they 

 

55 In Awasen the spirit world contains many idiosyncratic spirts. Jinoo (Mandinka), Jinn or Djin (Arabic) is a word 
for an angel or demon. 
56  The Jolas of the Casamance believe a woman should do kanyaleng yaa if two successive children die, 
irrespective of how many living children she has. Family members sometimes take children away to be raised 
secretly by relatives, if they believe that they may be attacked by a jinoo (Fassin 1987). Should a kanyeling give 
birth a kanyeling naming ceremony is held after the Muslim naming ceremony, and a new name is given to the 
child such as Tombong (a useless piece of rubbish), and the child may be placed on a rubbish heap for the same 
reason. The child is thus disguised from the visiting jinoo who believing him to be of no value, leaves without their 
soul. Other women mark their babies, usually by cutting off part of the ear lobe. Here the belief is that the spirit 
of the child wants to remain in the spirit world, and therefore keeps returning. Once marked, the mother can 
threaten the child with a beating if it dies and is reborn. 
57 In one interesting case the community included a woman in the boys’ initiation, so that (having been sworn to 
secrecy) she would become nominally male. The protection extended to initiates against witches (kassaya) also 
protected her from her jinoo. 
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are initiated or deliver a child (Weil 1976)58. Most Mandinka or Jola communities between 

the Casamance and The Gambia will have a kanyeling kafo, and they are an important part of 

village life. As uninhibited and entertaining communicators, who aspire to be shameless, 

kanyelings are often important agents in community mobilisation and development projects. 

However, Hough concluded that “Given the choice, kanyelings would rather have many 

children and not have to be a kanyeling at all”, and that they “are not expressing resistance 

to gender norms, in fact in their private lives they remain constrained by conventions and 

responsibilities” (Hough 2006) p18659. 

Weil proposes that the kanyeling association was successful because it increased solidarity 

between kuseek wives, and helped them increase their rice production. Wives from upland 

villages married into distant Mandinka communities to gain access to rice paddies (Weil 1976; 

Hough 2006). Therefore, the kuseek in these communities became more disparate with fewer 

cognatic ties to each other, and the kanyeling kafo could be called on for collective labour. 

Kanyeling meetings were open to all women of reproductive age, and the kanyeling 

association became important for women’s solidarity and skill sharing. Kanyelings tended to 

be overproducers of rice, which seemed related to their ambition to produce a surplus for 

sale (Weil 1976)60. Women’s production and sale of an agricultural surplus is not only gender 

inversion, but also subversion of the way of the Mandinka.  

3.5.3 Masculinity 
Male initiation (futumpaf) is fundamental to Jola society. Although circumcision is required 

for initiation they do not have to occur at the same time. Each hank has its own circumcision 

forest where only initiated men are allowed. These forests can be the equivalent of ‘lodges’, 

which can be relocated, or new ones established as necessary, for the hank’s spiritual and 

political needs. In larger communities forests may be shared between sub-wards, who may 

 

58 More usually, they are presented with a calabash at initiation, representing a pregnant abdomen. 
59 “The kanyeling rituals and public performances...serve connected yet apparently oppositional ends—to confront 
as well as fulfil gendered reproductive expectations. Though their open mockery of the powerful and transgressions 
of bodily modesty indicate dissatisfaction with the status of women in Gambian society, the ultimate goal of 
kanyaleng yaa is to conquer childlessness by appealing to the ultimate, spiritual source of reproductive disruption 
as well as continuity and renewal” (Hough 2006) P238. 
60 That is, rather than increased production being due to lack of childcare responsibilities. 
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establish a new bush, depending on circumstances (De Jong 2007). This demonstrates that 

corporate agency is held at the hank level. 

The Jola Foni live in small, scattered hamlets, each one containing representatives of two or 

three extended families. Each hamlet will hold a futampaf ceremony every 25 to 30 years. 

These celebrations are the largest tribal gatherings, lasting for about a week and often 

attracting several thousand individuals. The hamlet and their extended family work all year 

to accumulate enough resources for the ceremony. The infrequency of these celebrations is 

not a problem because the young men of one hamlet will have rights to be initiated in several 

hamlets where members of their clan reside. This means that most young men wait less than 

5 years to be initiated. At the beginning of each dry season those hamlets which are planning 

futampaf declare themselves, and dates are chosen so that they do not overlap. There are 

usually about five to seven futampaf each year and many people in the crowd will attend all 

of them, producing a moving celebration, which travels from one village to the next.  

In Foni Buluf the importance of initiation to daughter exchange is emphasised by the 

celebration of buyeet. In the last days before entering the forest the initiates (kambaj) are 

taken to visit all the compounds of wife-givers to their family. The men line up and have a 

mock battle, before the nephew (assebul) has his head shaved by his maternal uncle (mamai) 

who is also a potential father-in-law. The mamai reminds the assebul of his numerous 

obligations to the uterine family (De Jong 2007). Maternal family members support the 

mother of the circumcised boys in providing food for the huge number of invited relatives, 

and Assebul construct numerous temporary shelters. The celebrations last for about a week, 

but the highlights are when the boys process to the sacred grove in the circumcision forest, 

and when they return. Nowadays the initiations are shorter to reduce the cost of the 

associated entertaining. They were probably longer in the past (up to a month?) when the 

boys would have received more teaching from the elders. I attended a futampaf prior to this 

study. It took all day and part of the night for the ceremonial procession to walk the short 

distance from the village to the circumcision forest. Guided by elders, the initiates (kambaj), 

who lead the procession, would stop to pray and commune with ancestral spirits at trees and 

other shrines. Behind the kambaj came the boy’s sisters who carry the boys’ bedrolls and 
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supplies for their stay in the bush61. Behind them come the various extended family groups 

(fank) singing the family circumcision song. Each fank group was led by the men of the family 

dressed as traditional warriors with ceremonial baggy trousers. In a show of bravado they 

passed cutlasses across their tongues and skin, to show that the power of their protective 

jujus prevented them from being cut. Other men fired homemade canon. Once the edge of 

the forest was reached, only the kambaj and their teachers went inside. 

Initiates may vary in age between 7 and 25 and may already have been circumcised at an 

earlier date. Anyone who is not circumcised when they enter the circumcision bush (including 

visitors) must be circumcised before they leave. Although what passes within the bush is 

secret and only to be known to the initiated, it is generally accepted that the kambaj may be 

beaten and deprived of sleep as a tool to memorising the lessons. Upon their return from the 

initiation boys are given new clothes and treated with great honour by the family. 

Once the futumpaf starts, some Jola believe there is no proscription on extramarital sexual 

activity, engendering an atmosphere of free love (Hudson 1990). We can only hypothesise as 

to why sexual restrictions might be lifted62. As the largest cultural gathering, it will also be a 

time when single young men and women can check potential marriage partners, and where 

people are reunited with old girlfriends and old boyfriends. 

3.5.4 Masquerades 
Masks are one of the oldest forms of media, dating from nine thousand years ago or possibly 

longer (Dietrich 2018). Masquerades and their secret societies are ubiquitous in African 

society and heavily linked to initiation. They would also appear to have a role in maintaining 

gender identity, and as cultural artefacts have some historicity. Since there is probably 

considerable community to community variation, the following can only be considered an 

informative ‘snapshot’.  

  

 

61 When the boys are in the bush, only premenstrual girls can bring supplies to the forest edge. 
62 In the past it may have been considered respectful to the deceased for sexual activity to occur at the funeral of 
an important man. 
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Figure 25: Two masks, three hundred years. 

 Mandinka kankurang 1818 

Contemporary kankurang 

Jola ejumbi mask 1967 Mandinka ejumbi mask 1698 

(Weil 1976)(Froger 1698) 
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Fig. 24 (p 3—1344) illustrates that the same masquerades have existed for hundreds of years, 

and can be transferred from one ethnic group to another (Weil 1971; Mark 1998) 63. There are 

several masks but two, kankurang (Mandinka) and kumpo (Jola) are important in gender 

relations. Each mask has its own secret kafo, who select their own sacred grove. 

Male kankurang 

The kankurang mask is symbolic of gender relations in Mandinka society64. As a Mandinka 

mask, kankurang is not part of the Jola ceremony of futampaf, and away from the multi-ethnic 

communities of the Foni there is no Jola kankurang kafo. However, kankurang is relevant to 

Jola women and girls because it is part of the nyaakaa and kaneyling initiations 65 . It is 

completely covered in Baobab bark fibre, makes a shrill cry and bangs two cutlasses together.  

The kankurang was described by Moore and Parkes in 1738 and 1799, respectively. Moore 

named it ‘Mumbo Jumbo’ which is probably a mistranslation66, for Park’s description see 

endnote 1 at the end of this chapter.  

“The women are kept in the greatest subjection; and the men, to render their power as 

compleat as possible, influence their wives to give them an unlimited obedience, by all the 

force of fear and terror. For this purpose the Mundingoes have a kind of image eight or 

nine feet high, made of the bark of trees, dressed in a long coat, and crowned with a whisp 

of straw. This is called a Mumbo Jumbo; and whenever the men have any dispute with the 

women, this is sent for to determine the contest, which is almost always done in favour of 

the men. One who is in the secret, conceals himself under the coat, and bringing in the 

 

63 Open bull’s horns ejumbi masks are used for male initiates to indicate virility. The closed ejumbi masks indicate 
those who have ‘big heads’ (an ability to see the spiritual world) who will, in the future, be assigned spiritual 
positions in the community. For the Jola this is a quality judgement whereas in Mandinka communities this may 
be pre-determined by inherited patron-client relationships. Mark believes the kankurang mask was ‘borrowed’ 
from the Mandinka in Guinea Bissau (Mark 1985). 
64 The Jola do have a guardian of the forest [afun gureng (Mark 1998) or ‘bull roarer’ (De Jong 2007)] who is 
probably the ‘jungle master’ or head of the initiation. This has a distinctive cry and invokes a similar reaction to 
the Kankurang which stalks the village at night during the initiation, but is considered a different entity (Mark 
1998). It is said that women who enter the male circumcision forest will die or become infertile. 
65 There is a relationship between the Kankurang and the nyasimba because they are both associated with 
blacksmith caste and may therefore come from the same family. 
66 It is postulated this may be the Mandinka phrase mā-mā-gyo-mbō, the "magician who makes the troubled 
spirits of ancestors go away”. 
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image, is the oracle on these occasions. No one is allowed to come armed into his 

presence. When the women hear him coming, they run away and hide themselves; but if 

you are acquainted with the person concealed in the Mumbo Jumbo, he will send them all 

to come, make them sit down, and afterward either sing or dance, as he pleases; and if any 

refuse to come, he will send for, and whip them. Whenever any one enters into this society, 

they swear in the most solemn manner never to divulge the secret to any woman, or to any 

person that is not entered into it: and to preserve the secret inviolable, no boys are 

admitted under 16 years of age. The people also swear by the Mumbo Jumbo; and the oath 

is esteemed irrevocable. There are very few towns of any note that have not one of these 

objects of terror, to frighten the poor women into obedience” (Moore 1778) p. 328. 

There are similarities between this description and the 20th century description by De Jong 

suggesting a similar function. According to De Jong when the kankurang appears it is aided by 

assistants armed with switches, women and children should run a way and not look at it, and 

transgressors may be chastised; “when the kankurang roams the streets cooking fires were 

extinguished, lights turned out and everyone went to bed” (De Jong 2007). However, the 

kankurang is not only for controlling women, but also has a big head enabling it to see the 

spirit world, protects the community and initiates from witches (kassaya), and is involved in 

chastising boys in the circumcision bush67. 

Weil explored the use of the kankurang mask by Mandinka in the mid river region (Weil 1971). 

The males of the community were divided into three age groups, boys up to 20, young men 

20-40, and old men >40, within which there were further age grades. Within these groups, 

peace needed to be maintained between the founding family (patrons), and the stranger 

families (clients), who made up the bulk of the workforce. The head of each grade was a 

member of the founding lineage while the executive was the senior member of the strangers. 

This was reflected in the organisation of the kankurang kafo which was the supernatural, 

enforcement arm of the young men (all young men were invited to subscribe to the kafo after 

initiation). The kankurang and its assistants were drawn from the age heads of the strangers, 

 

67 In the communities studied by Weil, at the end of the initiation kankurang pretends to cut off the initiates heads 
as they lie on the ground. This marks the death of child and the birth of the man. 
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but the kafo were organised by the age head of the founding family. This meant that, on 

collective projects, chastisement handed out to the workforce was not associated with either 

the patrons or the clients. The anonymity of the mask depersonalised sanctions imposed for 

the public good, and the patriarchy. Traditional Jola society is less hierarchical than Mandinka 

society, there are no patron-client relationships but important roles such as the jungle master 

or ‘grandfather of the forest’ are hereditary68 (De Jong 2007).  

Female kankurang 

Jola women have access to kankurang to protect the female initiation, but in the period after 

the Second World War, Nyasimba created their own female kankurangs and masquerade 

societies. Considering that historically kankurang was used to discipline women, this appears 

to have been a bold move by the women. In Mandinka communities the nyasimba and 

kankurang are both drawn from the blacksmiths caste who are attributed supernatural 

powers, so it is possible that the knowledge of the kankurang could have been transferred 

within one family (Langeveld 2002). Just as for the boys, the initiation leader/circumciser 

(nysasimba) summons the Kankurang with a secret drum. There is competition between male 

and female Kankurang kafo, with the men imputing that the female Kankurang are not proper 

Kankurang, and the women asserting that theirs are more powerful and therefore cannot 

leave the sacred grove (Langeveld 2002)69. This reinforces the understanding that although 

kankurang has duties to protect both men and women from spiritual attack, originally it is a 

symbol of masculinity.  

The role of Nyasimba is matrilineally inherited and Nyasimba have ‘big heads’, making them 

important figures in the community (Weil 1971). This relationship between women and the 

kankurang is also present in kanyeling yaa, where it becomes inverted. A kanyeling can ask 

the kankurang to protect her from her jinoo, when she wears pieces of its costume. She then 

stays close and assists the kankurang rather than avoiding it (Langeveld 2002).  

 

68 Passing to the assebul if the male line dies out.  
69 Langeveld describes an incident in the Casamance where Kankurang were entering the male circumcision  
bush when a female kankurang was asked to turn back, i.e. her sex trumped her masked identity. The women 
were angry because the men had divulged part of the secret identity, they felt the men should have turned the 
women’s kankurang away somewhere private.  



Literature review: Colonisation, social structure, & gender. 

3—138 

 

Kumpo 

As Mandinka young men form the kankurang kafo, Jola young men deploy another mask with 

a similar social control function known as kumpo (Fig. 25). Kumpo engages the audience more 

than kankurang as it dances, spinning round on its central pole. Emerging from the sacred 

forest at dusk, it announces its performance. When it returns to the village, young men and 

unmarried young women are required to be present, contributing to the rhythm of the 

drummers with sticks and ploughshares, children are chased. Kumpo speaks in a nasal voice 

which requires translation by young men in the crowd, and at the beginning and the end of 

the performance it delivers a message or warning.  

Figure 26: Kumpo mask, Casamance. Contemporary. 

Sourse https://www.exode.es/grandes-rincones-senegal-y-gambia-el-baile-del-koumpo/1-3-2/ 
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Originally a Bayanuk masquerade, kumpo societies spread across the Casamance in the 1930s 

with twice weekly performances in many communities. De Jong believes that it was an effort 

by the young unmarried men to control the behaviour of nubile young women and discourage 

them from leaving for the navetaine. The ability of the young men to impose this on the old 

men and utilise the sacred grove showed that they themselves were becoming more 

economically powerful from the navetaine. The elders could not join the kumpo society 70. 

Over time new masks such as jarimamma were added to the entertainment. In the 60s these 

performances began to peter out, as the young men became permanent rather than seasonal 

migrants, leading to a labour shortage back in the village at harvest time. As a solution to this 

the elders made it a rule that seasonal migration had to be negotiated and late returnees 

would be fined. Entertainments were laid on for the harvest season and kumpo was 

revitalised to control the young men and women, women having to have kompo’s permission 

to return to the urban area. 

In the 80s urban unemployment brought young men back to the villages, but women sought 

salaried husbands in the urban area. Newly married young male farmers took control of the 

kumpo society and used it to berate nubile women not to migrate but continue the ‘traditional 

education’ of wifely and farming skills, and to organise as work kafos for labour purposes (De 

Jong 1999). 

With the post-independence development of the Sénégalese state and tourism, spiritual 

beliefs have been separated from religion and assigned to ‘culture’. Commercialisation has 

reduced the anonymity and hence spiritual mystique of the masks, facilitating a change in 

their symbolism from social control to celebrations of ethnicity and community (De Jong 

2007). 

  

 

70 They thus became key informants on Kumpo activities and organisation for De Jong, it appears that the only 
important secret is your own. 
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 Discussion 
As Bourdieu described in Algeria, once the colonial powers succeeded in imposing taxation, 

monetisation caused a “quasi-autonomous adaptation” of the traditional social structure 

(Bourdieu 1979). A reliance on cash cropping led to internal migration, and a shift in gendered 

agricultural production, resources, and wealth. If we apply Bourdieu’s theory of capital, we 

can construct this as a change from an economy of ‘disinterested’ capital, to ‘interested’ 

capital, in which a social field based on accumulating social and cultural capital is incorporated 

into a social field that accumulates economic capital. The fact that the pre-colonised society 

was not dependent on economic capital, is illustrated by the coercive legislation and 

pacification required by the colonialists to collect the taxes, that drove monetarisation. 

In this chapter we have seen that the Jola preserved their social structure and identity despite 

colonialism changing their socio-economic environment. Jola society is patriarchal because in 

each extended family unit power resides with the brothers (patriarchs), with the oldest 

brother being head of the family71. These patriarchs accumulate the family’s capital, own the 

land, and regulate extended family relationships through arranged marriage; they are also 

the final arbitrators of most cultural practices. When I say the Jola preserved their social 

structure, I mean that the ownership of resources (and therefore the political power to wield 

them) remained with the patriarchal heads of the extended family. 

Conversion to Islam facilitated ethnic integration, but Mandingisation also increased the 

power of the patriarchy by changing from; communal ownership to ownership of the village 

by the founding family; and from organisation around Awasen shrines to organisation around 

the mosque. By adopting the Mandinka style of household production, husbands were able 

to concentrate on cash cropping, keeping this revenue, while also benefitting from the 

resources created by their wives. Although the colonial powers pushed Mandingisation on 

the Jola to aid in pacification, these secondary, structural changes, had no intrinsic value to 

the colonials, they were merely societal responses to the stresses imposed by colonisation. 

 

71 A translator suggested that there can be a meritocratic element in that a father may appoint the most able son, 
or the son most dedicated to maintaining the wellbeing of the family, as the next head of family. 
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Daughter exchange was the key strategy by which extended families secured social capital 

and enabled the formation of clans. It is an archetypal kinship system72. In his ‘alliance theory’ 

Lévi-Strauss proposed that daughter exchange is necessary, because the incest taboo requires 

out-marriage (exogamy) (Lévi-Strauss 1949). More usefully in my view, Bourdieu claims that 

arranged marriage induces a sense of social obligation in other kinship groups. For the Jola, 

this would provide the social capital which they needed to maintain food self-sufficiency, and 

later, to secure money. Because arranged marriage is a transaction, we can analyse this using 

Bourdieu’s forms of capital (Bourdieu 1986). 

For Bourdieu the extended family is an economic unit in which “the profits which accrue from 

membership...are the basis of the solidarity”. Membership of the group brings “durable 

obligations subjectively felt (feelings of gratitude, respect, friendship, etc.) or institutionally 

guaranteed...endlessly reproduced in and through exchange. Exchange transforms the things 

exchanged into signs of recognition and, through the mutual recognition and the recognition 

of group membership which it implies, reproduces the group”. Institutionalized forms of 

delegation concentrate the group’s collectively owned capital in the hands of a single agent 

or small group of agents, allowing them to act with a power incommensurate with their 

personal attributes. Since privileged forms of exchange occur within the group, delimiting 

group membership becomes a vital part of their function. All group members are responsible 

for alliances, and all can disrupt the system through misalliance. Therefore, the preparation 

and conclusion of marriages literally becomes the business of the whole group, and delegated 

leaders prevent misalliance by punishing or expelling transgressors.  

Cultural and social capital embodied in the bride is transformed into economic capital when 

she is married (as indicated by the payment of a bride price from the husband to the wife’s 

family). Extended families seek to identify a source of ‘good’ women 73 , to protect their 

investment, and because the constant ‘marrying in’ of female members is seen as a potential 

 

72 “We will give our daughters unto you, and we will take your daughters to us, and we will dwell with you, and we 
will become one people” Genesis 34:16. 
73 On some levels the bride is considered to have married the husband and his brothers. Levirate (the nominal or 
actual “inheritance” of a widowed sister-in-law) is used by most ethnic groups to provide for widows. In the past 
a wife might also be considered to also have duties to provide sex for unmarried brothers-in-law to prevent them 
becoming unwell (and we should note that brothers-in-law are classified as “little fathers” by her children). 
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threat to the family group. Similarly the bride’s family will want to know that their daughter 

is marrying a ‘good’ family where she can be provided for and, if necessary, their voices can 

be heard (Fox 1967). Inter-generational increases in bride price are a problem because they 

prevent poorer men finding wives, and encourage out-migration, but long-standing ‘daughter 

exchange’ relationships between families may act to keep bride price reasonable74. A father 

receives money from the marriage of daughters and pays out money to marry sons. If the 

father is not wealthy, it is the daughter who attracts the bride price needed for the son’s 

marriage75.  

In Jola society the individual’s labour is subordinated to the extended family, and women 

function as an asset. The bride price, and lack of family rights in her husband’s family, suggest 

that the woman’s social and biological reproductive potential is being rented from her family. 

The needs of the extended family vary temporally, geographically and with economic 

circumstance. Crop choice and land use may favour large or small marriage networks, affinity 

to particular religions, or migration, which allow the patriarchal system to continue. Gender 

roles are closely signposted through initiation and during marriage. The patriarchs guide 

society by using, amongst other things, ritual and its associated masquerades. Masquerades 

are borrowed from the social context and introduced to impose sanctions. At the outset they 

are a de novo performance, but then become established traditions with symbolic meaning. 

In a hierarchical society  

power is best understood in terms of disinterested capital.  

 

74 A woman’s ‘value’ is reflected in the bride price paid, as is the wealth and status of her own family. Traditionally 
bride wealth was paid in palm wine, which did not have to be bought because it can be collected in the bush for 
nothing. However with conversion to Islam bride wealth became payable in cash or cows (Hamer 1983) in 
(Montouri 2009). This was followed by bride price inflation as West Africa moved to a cash economy (Montouri 
2009). something the French tried to prevent through legislation, e.g. the 1951 Jacquinot Decree. A consequence 
of switching from palm wine to livestock and cash is that the investment of the husband’s family in securing the 
wife is increased, and therefore they will be more aggrieved if the marriage fails, or if the wife is considered 
unsatisfactory. They may also have an increased sense of ‘ownership’ of the wife.  
75 “The effect is to reinforce the authority of the father and emphasize the tie with the sister” (Goody 1973) in 
(Montouri 2009). 
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Kankurang is literally an incarnation of symbolic violence. Through it a dominant group 

impose an ideology, which legitimates and naturalizes the status quo on a subordinate group 

(Johnson 2018). Masks can ‘travel’ from one group to another because there is a common 

cultural repertoire of doxic belief about Kassaya (witches)76. Masks create an audience, and 

the audience has to collude with the mask (De Jong 1999). The mask’s power derives from 

the secrecy surrounding the mask’s kafo, which prohibits the audience from questioning the 

mask directly. Here it is not important that the kafo’s secrets are not known by the audience, 

but rather that the mask reinforces the power of the masquerade kafo, imposing the status 

on the audience of the ‘non-initiated other’77. Not party to the secret strategic discussions in 

the bush, the audience may construct the masquerade as a spiritual event, the audience know 

it is a human in costume but are unsure whether it may also channel supernatural powers. If 

the mask itself is ambiguous, the power the mask wields is not. It is rooted in a real power 

discrepancy between the mask wearer and the audience. Secrecy guarantees the ambiguity 

of the mask. Without secrecy, the mask’s symbolic violence would be revealed as simple 

physical violence, and the misrecognition of its purpose would be dispelled. By colluding in 

the masquerade, the audience first accepts, and over time comes to believe the 

misrecognition of the masquerade as a spiritual event, and a new chapter of the cultural 

corpus has been created. This can then be mythically embellished: “In critical terms myths are 

synonymous with ideology, legitimizing prevailing power relationships through the promotion 

of the values and interests of dominant groups in society to elaborate culture” (Forsey 2010; 

Barthes 1957).  

The use of asymmetrical information by secret societies,  

operationalises symbolic violence and misrecognition, 

 

76 Which despite their instrumentalism, will also be shared by masquerade members. 
77  In the modern era masks are secularised as cultural artefacts and consumed as commodities at tourist 
performances. In this environment they are, and the power differential between mask and audience is dissolved: 
the tourists pay, choose to be present, and will complain if the mask hits them (De Jong 1999). 
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Here however, Bourdieu’s societal level analysis reaches its limit, as the descriptions of how 

the use of masks changed over time implies a reflexive decision by social actors about their 

use of symbolic violence. We are no longer discussing the ubiquitous influence of social 

conditioning on cultural reproduction, but the intervention of agency on cultural elaboration. 

It is a demonstration of power that shows who can get away with what against whom. In a 

different context it would be meaningless. Secrecy is the mechanism by which reflexive social 

actors impose symbolic violence, to manipulate the habitus of the audience: ‘Power...is 

conceived in terms of ‘political acts of inclusion and exclusion that shape social meanings’ 

(Tanima 2015; Brown 2009) p. 32278.  

“When examining the social dynamics of a mask performance, the following question 

therefore has to be asked: “Who has the right to present a mask and to turn others into an 

audience” (Tonkin 1988). The player-audience relationship is...an index of a socio-political 

relationship…mask performance, like any other ritual, does not reflect or legitimise social 

relationships but produces them. The right to present a mask and to turn others into an 

audience is itself subject to negotiation. The performance, in which rules of secrecy are 

imposed on the audience, serves the purpose…of exerting coercive power. Once the 

performance has been accepted by all...involved, it will...“mask” those hidden social 

relationships. The rules of secrecy prevent an open discussion of the objectives of the mask 

performers. Henceforth the audience is in the disadvantaged position of being unable to 

contest or question the player-audience relationship” (De Jong 1999) p54. 

This form of agency is better explained using Archer’s MA than Bourdieu’s ToP. Male initiation 

has been present since at least the start of colonial history and was ubiquitous to ethnic 

groups throughout the region. Masquerades enabled male elders and/or young men to have 

private conversations as corporate agents in the sacred grove. In fact, secret societies are the 

most extreme form of corporate agency. When male elders adopted masquerades from 

adjacent peoples, they were instrumentally and reflexively applying a cultural emergent 

property (CEP). They transformed society’s conversation by creating a new role and position 

 

78 An equivalent reflexive manipulation of media in the developed world, might be an editorial directive from 
Rupert Murdoch, and it is an interesting exercise to reread the quote below, replacing ‘mask’ with ‘Fox news’.  
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(the mask and its kafo). Similarly, it is difficult to use the ToP to analyse situations where 

women contested and changed their social role. We could argue that adopting FGM came 

from the Mandinka doxa, but the female kankurang, kaneyling kafo, and Navetaine migration 

were confrontational to the existing order. This contesting of cultural narratives suggests 

reflexive decisions made by women as corporate agents.  

The elders’ ability to elaborate culture could be dependent on “wealth, sanctions and 

expertise” (Archer), which are summarised by Bourdieu as ‘capital’. Capital seems the more 

useful concept here since the ability to impose ‘sanctions’ depends utterly on social capital. 

As the designated leaders of the hank group, men wield the collective social capital of the 

group. Bourdieu’s ToP suggest that traditions are misrecognised transactions, for which the 

original purpose had become forgotten and obscured. However, agents driven by field-

habitus interaction should not have the “wherewithal to reflect upon the outside world as 

object” (Archer 2000) p295. Rather, the patriarchs conform to Archer’s definition of social 

actors by being “capable of authentic creativity which can transform ‘society’s conversation’ 

in a radical way”. This creativity allows the introduction of “a stream of unscripted role 

performances, which...over time can cumulatively transform…role expectations, and are 

“transformative of society’s very normativity”, including “the norms attaching to specific 

roles” (Archer 2000) p295.  

Social actors originate cultural discourse,  

corporate agents contest it. 

With the demise of their shrines, women created new internal roles for themselves, such as 

kanyeling priestesses and kankurang. Kanyeling yaa and women’s participation in the 

Navetaine also disrupted the flow of economic capital. However, even when they worked as 

corporate rather than primary agents, women operate as “‘society’s being’ who [are] 

condemned to making conventionally acceptable permutations upon it” (Archer 2000) p295. 

This is not because of habitus, but because their exclusion from roles and positions of power 

gives them a weaker position in the social field. For example, the first act of the kanyeling 

association was to get legitimation from male Islamic leaders. However, their readiness to 
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contest the cultural terrain argues for active reflexivity, and against Bourdieu’s ‘causality of 

the probable’. As Connell says: “Hegemony is a historical possibility, a state of gender relations 

being struggled for, and struggled against, by different social forces. Since the 

accomplishment of hegemony is never guaranteed, the most useful way to conceptualize 

hegemonic masculinity is to treat it as a collective project for realizing gender hierarchy” 

(Connell 2016b) p. 306. 

 Conclusion 
The Jola are an example of a culture maintaining their ethnic identity despite colonisation, 

and there was a continuity in their clan structure (Nugent 2008). Between the 16th century 

and 20th centuries Jola villages had to be constantly fortified against attacks from 

neighbouring powers, and the Europeans identified them as fierce warriors from their first 

encounters (Fernandez 1506-1510). These qualities enabled them to survive, and thrive, 

against assaults from Bayanuk, and then Mandinka slavers, jihadists, colonialists, and the 

Sénégalese army, preserving their unwritten language and culture.  

Like the Berber in Algeria (Bourdieu 1979) they had to adapt to the cash economy introduced 

in the 20th century, by Britain and France. The male patriarchy, who monopolised capital and 

ideological resources, migrated and partly assimilated with the Mandinka. The Mandinka 

relations of production favoured men, allowing them to maintain their social position and 

monopoly of resources in the colonial economy. It can be argued that women attempted to 

induce cultural morphogenesis that was favourable to themselves but were impeded by the 

narrow interpretive freedom accorded to their position and role. It would seem that in 

subaltern societies, cultural discourse is not as static as Bourdieu’s description of the Kabyle 

suggested (Bourdieu 1979). It is constantly contested by the dispossessed, and consciously 

manipulated by those with power.  

In a hierarchical culture, it is interpretive freedom not habitus,  

that limits the agency of the oppressed. 
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Endnote 1: An account of “Mumbo Jumbo” by Mungo Park. 

While in Mandingo country 1799. 

“About noon I arrived at Kolor, a considerable town, near the entrance into which I observed, 
hanging upon a tree, a sort of masquerade habit, made of the bark of trees, which I was told, 
on inquiry, belonged to Mumbo Jumbo. This is a strange bugbear, common to all the 
Mandingo towns, and much employed by the pagan natives in keeping their women in 
subjection; for as the kafirs are not restricted in the number of their wives, every one marries 
as many as he can conveniently maintain — and as it frequently happens that the ladies 
disagree among themselves, family quarrels sometimes rise to such a height, that the 
authority of the husband can no longer preserve peace in his household. In such cases, the 
interposition of Mumbo Jumbo is called in, and is always decisive.  
This strange minister of justice (who is supposed to be either the husband himself, or some 
person instructed by him), disguised in the dress that has been mentioned, and armed with 
the rod of public authority, announces his coming (whenever his services are required) by loud 
and dismal screams in the woods near the town. He begins the pantomime at the approach of 
night; and as soon as it is dark he enters the town, and proceeds to the bentang, at which all 
the inhabitants immediately assemble…The negroes, as hath been frequently observed, 
whether Mohammedan or pagan, allow a plurality of wives. The Mohammedans alone are by 
their religion confined to four, and as the husband commonly pays a great price for each, he 
requires from all of them the utmost deference and submission, and treats them more like 
hired servants than companions. They have, however, the management of domestic affairs, 
and each in rotation is mistress of the household, and has the care of dressing the victuals, 
overlooking the female slaves, etc. But though the African husbands are possessed of great 
authority over their wives I did not observe that in general they treat them with cruelty, 
neither did I perceive that mean jealousy in their dispositions which is so prevalent among the 
Moors. They permit their wives to partake of all public diversions, and this indulgence is 
seldom abused, for though the negro women are very cheerful and frank in their behaviour, 
they are by no means given to intrigue — I believe that instances of conjugal infidelity are not 
common. When the wives quarrel among themselves — a circumstance which, from the 
nature of their situation, must frequently happen — the husband decides between them, and 
sometimes finds it necessary to administer a little corporal chastisement before tranquillity 
can be restored. But if any one of the ladies complains to the chief of the town that her 
husband has unjustly punished her, and shown an undue partiality to some other of his wives, 
the affair is brought to a public trial. In these palavers, however, which are conducted chiefly 
by married men, I was informed that the complaint of the wife is not always considered in a 
very serious light, and the complainant herself is sometimes convicted of strife and contention 
and left without remedy. If she murmurs at the decision of the court the magic rod of Mumbo 
Jumbo soon puts an end to the business” (Park 1799).

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mohammedan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moors
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Figure 27 The ‘richest woman’, and the ‘poorest man’ in the village. 
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 Methods 

“Here lies the secret of the extended case method—theory is not discovered 

but revised, not induced but improved, not deconstructed but reconstructed. 

The aim of theory is not to be boringly right but brilliantly wrong. In short, 

theory exists to be extended in the face of external anomalies and internal 

contradictions. We do not start with data, we start with theory. Without 

theory we are blind—we cannot see the world. Theory is the necessary lens 

that we bring to our relationship to the world and thereby to make sense of its 

infinite manifold”. 

Michael Burawoy (Burawoy 2009) P10. 
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Rationale. 

The rationale of the study was to try to analyse women’s roles, and the operation of the Jola 

marital system; past and present; with Stepping Stones and without. 

Aims.  

Research question. 

 Introduction 
I chose to investigate these aims using the extended case method (ECM). I collected one 

hundred and thirty two hours of audio material by:  

1. Forty two semi-structured interviews.  

2. Seven focus groups.  

3. A review of 24 short, anonymised structured interviews collected from participants one 

year after the intervention1. 

4. Audio field diary and team discussion. 

The study was characterised by privileged access to the community through the fieldwork 

team, and the real-time analysis of the data during team discussion was as much their work 

as mine. I conducted all the interviews personally, and I sat in on all the focus groups but 

acted as an observer to the translators who ran the groups according to a pre agreed question 

guide. Although I had lived in The Gambia and worked with the Stepping Stones communities 

for seven years as a project leader and member of the MRC reproductive health programme, 

the more I came to know, the more I became aware of how much I will never know about Jola 

culture. Therefore, despite my extensive field experience, I still felt that I was a cultural alien. 

 

1 This consisted of semi structured interviews about whether exercises in the programme were beneficial or not, 
and why. 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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There was the additional problem that I was a man interviewing women about women’s 

issues (I always used translators of the same gender as the interviewee) however I felt this 

mattered far less than my status as a foreigner. Conversely, the translators were afforded an 

extremely high degree of trust and confidence by the communities as: they were all Jola; 

spoke Jola, Mandinka, and English; were known to the communities; and lived in the area. As 

discussed later, this conferred a significant advantage since the interviews dealt in part with 

sensitive material. Because the communities felt gratitude to the Stepping Stones project and 

because of the translators prior connection, the translators’ observations recorded during 

team discussions proved to be highly insightful. I discussed the translators’ observations with 

them and recorded our discussions in my field diary which was then included in the analysis. 

I recorded daily team review meetings in which I collected their impressions and asked 

questions for clarification. I recorded our thoughts; interpretation of interviews; developing 

schema and plans to further explore them. The real-time analysis in the field was therefore a 

collective project. Many respondents aligned themselves with the fieldwork and were keen 

to help us ‘do the job well’. This meant that the data collection was privileged by extremely 

high levels of trust and rapport, and I am extremely grateful to our informants for their 

hospitality, candour, and willingness to help. 

We studied three communities, two had received Stepping Stones and the third was a 

‘comparison’ community (village A) was included to describe the historical context of gender 

relations in The Gambia. This community had never been involved with the Stepping Stones 

project and was not one of the ‘control’ communities involved in the original ‘pilot 

evaluation’. The ‘comparison’ was not a comparison of village A compared with B and C, 

rather it was between a study of the broader social context of The Gambia and the localised 

mechanism and outcome in the Stepping Stones communities, that is a wide-angle lens 

compared with a zoom lens.  

We started in the comparison community and used the contextual information we collected 

to inform our abduction and abstraction of data (4.13) collected in village B and C. A timeline 

of this the Stepping Stones project and this thesis is shown in Table 4-1.  
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For the analysis of the mechanism, I also referred to a small amount of data collected during 

the original pilot evaluation consisting of some short, anonymised, transcripts collected in 

2000, which asked participants specifically about which exercises they had found useful and 

why. This information was valuable context because it has been collected earlier when 

interviewee’s memory of the programme would have been fresher. 

Throughout the study I used a gendered analysis derived from and prioritised the collection 

of data pertinent to women. This was because as discussed on p. 2—50, the original Stepping 

Stones project was designed around the concept that HIV prevention required women to be 

 

1996 Start work for the MRC in The Gambia 
1997 Adapt and pilot the Stepping Stones programme in a Mandinka community. 
 Recruit and train facilitators, practice Stepping Stones in another Mandinka community. 
1998 Stepping Stones pilot evaluation, STI prevalence survey. 
1999 1 year follow up of pilot evaluation 
2000 Final data collection including participatory evaluation. 
2002 Register for PhD at LSHTM. 
2003 May. Upgraded from MPhil. 
2003 June. 4 weeks data collection on social context in comparison community (village A). 
Rains July-Sept. No data collection during rainy season/planting. 
 Oct. 4 weeks data collection in Stepping Stones community (village B). 
 Nov. 4 weeks data collection in Stepping Stones community (village C). 
2004 Emigrated to New Zealand 
2009 Re registered PhD part-time at the University of Otago. 
2012 Digitalisation and analysis of data in NVivo completed, PhD deferred. 
2015 Returned to PhD. Witing and reflection. 
2021 PhD submitted. 

 

Table 4-1: Timeline. 
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empowered to escape the ‘risky situations’ that prevented them practicing ABC, and because 

IPV was exclusively perpetrated by men against women. 

Lamin Gibba 

Figure 28: The fieldwork team. 
Clockwise from bottom left: Mama-Sirreh Jarjue; Lamin Gibba; Kadie Badjie, Ousman Jarjue, 

and Kulaymata Badgie; Kulaymata and Kadie; Lamin with Famara Bojang  
(my translator in the original MRC project). 
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 Rapport and objectivity 
I do not speak any Gambian languages, so the whole project had to be conducted through 

translation. I employed two female and one male full-time translators (Ousman Jarjue, 

Kulaymata and Kadie Badjie), and one male and one female part-time translators (Mama-

Sirreh Jarjue and Lamin Gibba). They all knew each other, and I had worked with all of them 

before apart from Ousman. No translator collected or transcribed data from their own 

communities or immediate (nuclear) family. 

One lived in Village A and their father was an elder. We stayed in their compound, and as our 

‘father’, or host, he introduced us to the community and mediated some of our requests to 

interview villagers. 

One was related to the largest family in Village C, which practiced daughter exchange with his 

family (including his own wife). His own relationship to the village was that of a maternal 

nephew, giving him some uterine rights in the village through his maternal descent. 

Lamin had been an MRC fieldworker involved in the Stepping Stones evaluation. To maintain 

distance between the evaluation and the thesis, he only interviewed villagers very 

occasionally, where there could have been confidentiality issues between informants and the 

other translators (for example if they were family members). In these cases, the related 

translator was not party to the interview or the transcript. Lamin also acted as a mentor, an 

objective adviser on the work of the team and our developing schema. 

Mama-Sirreh and Kulaymata had been Stepping Stones facilitators. Because I was trying to 

draw a line between the Stepping Stones project and the thesis to reduce social desirability 

bias, the facilitator who had worked in village C translated in village B, and the facilitator from 

village C translated in village B. As discussed in 7.2, Stepping Stones had been a popular 

project so we were especially well-received in village B and C. The villagers were not 

suspicious of being interviewed as they had been interviewed several times before, as follow-

up to the Stepping Stones project, the last time this had happened being three years earlier. 

They still appreciated me personally, as they felt they had benefitted from the programme: 

“this village is your village, especially to Matthew, tell him that here is his own village, let him 

not forgot us and always remember us, because for us we will always remember him, every 
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time, anyway for the good work he was doing these past years” C.FG. Old men. In village C 

the villagers had also benefitted because after Stepping Stones they had been able to perform 

their dramas for a high ranking official. This resulted in them receiving a significant piece of 

infrastructure, which had major benefits for their wellbeing2.  

Although we were equally well received in Villages B and C, the translators as a group were 

also related to village C as discussed in the following extract from my field diary.  

X: In this compound F – His mother and my father's mother are from the same compound, 

they are from x [in the Casamance] 

MS: He is your father's mother's sister's son 

X: Yes 

MS: And you're staying with X who is MJs adopted mother's brother's wife 

Y: The same mother, the same grandfather 

MS: Which brings us to O who is related to the whole village! 

Z: To the whole village! my aunties [Father’s sisters] are arranged [in marriage] here, my 

sisters are marrying here, I have mothers here – [mother’s sisters], and my wife is [the 

same surname] and almost they are the same...they are all related, in another sense they 

are all in-laws. You know Y is married to my sister. Field diary FDC1-2. 

X’s situation suggests daughter exchange, she is a second cousin once removed of one of the 

villagers, this suggests that her grandfather’s family has a marrying relationship with at least 

two extended families, her own and one in village C, although this may not give her any 

specific entitlements. Y’s relationship is stronger than X’s as her adopted mother was from 

village C (a Kurimenak), and hence Y had rights and entitlements there. One of their best 

friends lived in the village. I went on to quiz the translators as to whether this was an asset or 

a problem. 

  

 

2 I found this strange because the infrastructure had not come from me or the Stepping Stones project but 
through their own efforts. However, in a discussion with the field workers the feeling was that since we had 
initiated the process which led to this outcome, culturally we would be perceived to have had a part in causing 
the outcome. 



Fieldwork – methods 

4—159 

MS: So it will be more difficult for you to ask questions? 

Z: We are all related! 

MS: So I take it you would have to be more careful about what you would say because they 

are family? 

Z: (laughs) of course, but you know we are not going to interview the women but only the 

men, it is the women who will interview the women with you 

MS: So if we say "did you ever hit your wife?", are you more or less likely to get a truthful 

answer? 

Z: It's just a simple thing, it's just “since you were married, have you gone into a kind of 

action, that may have accidentally – between your wife”, (it's very polite), “accidentally 

have you ever beat your wife – have you ever quarrelled?”. You see when we talk we know 

how we are going to communicate with them. You just ask but we know how we're going 

to put things. 

MS: Will the fact that you are extended family make any difference to your ability to ask 

that question? 

Z:. No! it's not a problem, even if we are talking to some people, you do not know how their 

marriage is, that's not a problem. What I told you – even my father, even my mum when 

the job comes they have to do it, so it's not a problem. Field Diary FDC1-2. 

There was a strong theme in our conversation that the Jola feel obliged to help and respect 

other Jola, and this would extend to the interview situation as well. The translators felt that 

the interviewees would see them as “doing a job” and therefore endeavour to assist them in 

their task. In this context I felt the close connection of the translators to the community was 

probably an advantage. 

MS: I do feel say – D – was more frank than other people I have interviewed, and in my 

mind I thought that was good, because you were a tight relative 

Z: Yes 

MS: I thought it made a difference 

Z: No, no, no, D knows I am a man doing my job, he knows he cannot hide anything from 

me because “I do not know Jola culture”. Actually, it was about marriage so he knows 

maybe in many kinds of circumstances of Jola culture – he knows that I know...So I do not 

think he should hide from me...You know he even said through the interview that he's 



Fieldwork – methods 

4—160 

trying to – you know – trying to diverse the answers to help me, trying to give more life or 

meaning. He realises it is not something offensive pertaining to me, it is something that I 

knew and it's something that I'm really trying to look for... 

MS: MJ, you spoke to F last time did not you? …you never really spoke to her about such 

things? so that's not really part of your relationship that you could ask her sensitive 

questions? 

MJ. Yes, it's alright, I will ask! it's not a problem asking personal questions. 

Z: F knows why you are here. 

MJ. She's fine. 

Z: Yes F is a mature lady now, so any question you ask her that touches on a personal 

question – she will know! this means something – this means business! 

MJ. There is no problem, you can ask the individual anything 

Z: We are not toobabs! (white people) [everyone agrees]. We are poor but we have 

understanding, and we are happy. 

MS: I have to write a report which convinces toobabs – that's the problem [everyone 

laughs] 

Z: Just tell them, you know, as far as you see things and how they are going...to your own 

ability. Field Diary FDC1-2. 

This is not to say that the villages did not keep secrets from us, and during our stay in village 

C there was a major incident when a witch hunt was under way, but even with their excellent 

rapport the translators were unaware of it until it was over. As discussed in Ch. 5, secrecy 

(sutoro), is an important cultural value, particularly as an injunction against gossiping. 

Violence against women (or the reasons behind it) seemed to belong in the private realm and 

we had no firsthand accounts from the individuals who had been most profoundly affected 

by it. However, because we were generally conferred the status of ‘insiders’, within each 

community we found individuals who would give us second-hand information about the 

status of the community in terms of marital conflict. 
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 Objectives 
Context 

1. Describe how marital conflict has been managed historically. Identify structural and 

cultural emergent properties relevant to the marital system.  

Interviews with elders about historical change, cultural practice, and gendered relations, 

in their own lifetimes and those of their parents and grandparents (mainly in the 

comparison community – village A). Compare informants’ childhood experiences, and 

their ambitions for their children. Collect narratives of acquiescence and resistance to 

arranged marriage.  

Mechanism 

2. Describe any differences in local context between the communities. 

Inter-community comparison derived from interviews, translators observations, accounts 

of relatives/professionals who engage with the communities but live elsewhere. 

3. Identify immanent, local, emergent properties. 

Interviews/focus groups (FG) about immanent local history of violence and the aspirations 

of respondents at the time of the programme.  

4. Identify how, or whether, the programme affected participants (the formation of PEPs), 

and vice versa. 

Interviewees’ accounts of change in influence, co-operation, violence, and empathy in the 

household. Histories of conflict and resolution. Exploration of socio-cultural conditioning, 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
  

 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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change in habitus, and reflexivity (interviews) in Stepping Stones communities Identify 

changes in social norms using FGs. 

5. Describe an ‘anatomy of violence’ in the community. How was violence practiced before 

(or without) Stepping Stones, and how did the Stepping Stones communities end it.  

Comparison of interviews from Stepping Stones vs. comparison village. Interviewing 

outliers on the scales of marital happiness or marital violence. Interviews and FG within 

Stepping Stones villages about whether, or how, cessation was achieved.  

6. Identify any negative effects or outcomes of the programme. 

Identify and interview geographically and socially marginalised households by 

interviewing the richest/poorest, most/least violent, and single-headed households, 

ethnic minorities, refugees, and the richest/poorest women. Assess community 

membership and support for these groups. 

Outcome & analysis 

7. Identify whether there was structural morphogenesis by the time of data collection. 

Interviews: was there change in the allocation of positions, economic production, 

ownership, or social organisation? Consider whether these changes might be expected 

anyway as part of broader societal changes which also occurred in the comparison 

community. 

8. Identify whether there was cultural morphogenesis at the time of data collection. 

Interviews and FG: Was there change or lack of change in gender relations at the time of 

data collection. Interviews: change in role (interaction), status, belief, or cultural practice. 

FGs: historical and demographic differences in community norms and values, hegemonic 

concepts of masculinity or femininity, in Stepping Stones and the comparison community.  

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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9. Explore whether critical theory can relate the mechanism of any change to the outcome, 

and if so, describe any implications for the evaluation of cultural action. 

Identify coherence and lack of coherence between critical theory and the changes observed, 

through retroductive analysis of narrative strips obtained from interviews.  

 Ethical issues 
The research project was approved by the Ethics committees of The London School of Hygiene 

and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM), and by the Gambian Ethics Committee. Technical approval 

was given by the Health Policy Unit at LSHTM, and by The Gambian Government/Medical 

Research Council Scientific Co-ordinating Committee (Project 914). The latter was done for 

reasons of protocol, as even though I had previously been employed by the MRC, the PhD 

research was under the auspices of LSHTM and did not use MRC resources. All data that I 

referenced from the original pilot evaluation was approved at the time of collection by the 

MRC ethics committee, and the Gambian ethics advisory committee. The separation of this 

study from the MRC was included in the consent procedure and would have been reinforced 

by the fact that we travelled by bush taxi rather than MRC transport, and we were resident in 

the village (which is not MRC practice). 

Community-level consent was secured at community sensitisation meetings by the alkalo and 

assembled villagers. At these meetings I presented a gift of a bag of rice and told villagers that 

the project was an exploration of Jola marriage and traditions (Table 4-2).  

Table 4-2: Key points raised during sensitisation. 
 

• I did not work for the MRC but was now a student at the LSHTM. 
• The research was a cultural study about how marriage works.  
• There could be questions of a personal nature.  
• No one was obliged to participate. 
• Interviews would be recorded and written down by the translators. 
• The data would return with me to London. 
• The names of people and villages would not be shown in the thesis.  

 

Since most respondents were illiterate, interviewees were consented in their local language 

using the text shown in Annex A, and the consent procedure recorded as part of the interview. 

The consent procedure was designed by the translators in such a way that it would be clear 
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that we were interested in exploring all aspects of married life (both positive and negative, 

including arguments and violence) without being culturally offensive by mentioning specifics. 

At the beginning of the study, the verbal consent procedure was back-translated by a different 

translator for quality control purposes. 

There were a number of ethical issues related to the fact that we were researching potentially 

sensitive material, principally, privacy, confidentiality, and safety. Interviews and team 

meetings were always conducted out of earshot of others. Married informants were never 

aware of what their spouses had said in their interview. In one case a woman who had been 

exposed to violence wanted to be interviewed without informing her husband. This is 

perfectly legitimate in a western human rights paradigm, but potentially illegitimate in a West 

African Islamic paradigm. In this case we took extra precautions to conceal the woman’s 

participation by choosing private interview locations, in case it put her at risk from further 

violence. We were prepared to help women who were experiencing IPV if necessary. Since 

the research study was a cultural study of married life in general3, non-respondents did not 

necessarily infer that we had a specific interest in IPV. The fact that there were strong cultural 

norms around privacy and against gossip were extremely helpful in maintaining 

confidentiality, as respondents did not share the contents of their interview with others.  

Ensuring anonymity of participating villages was more difficult. There is no doubt that there 

would be local knowledge in the vicinity as to which were the two Jola communities that 

received Stepping Stones (B and C). Armed with this knowledge it might have been possible 

for an informed local person to make inspired guesses as to the identity of individual 

interviewees. To this end, for data which we regarded as potentially very sensitive, informants 

were not even identified according to our usual coding system (Fig. 29). This included two 

male, and two female key informants from the market town, who were willing to share their 

initiation experiences (which could be culturally illegitimate) and second-hand accounts of 

three women who had experienced IPV. Asking respondents about their secondary 

knowledge of other community members, or their own spouses, was integral to our method, 

as one of the things we were interested in was the collective (cultural) view. The ethical issues 

 

3 Even if we were associated with the Stepping Stones, the programme had had several outcomes, and has been 
marketed as an infertility prevention programme. 



Fieldwork – methods 

4—165 

arose when we had information about individuals who did not themselves want to be 

interviewed. As discussed in Ch. 9, we did use this data, but, as described above, took further 

steps to anonymise it. 

As already discussed, changes in my personal life have caused the completion of this thesis to 

be delayed. It is now twenty-three years since the Stepping Stones programme happened and 

eighteen years since this data was collected. This has caused some problems, but probably 

increases the safety of the respondents by increasing anonymity. With social mobility and 

receding memory, it has become harder to guess the respondent’s identities.  

 Location and timing 
Three villages were selected for the study, the two villages (B and C) that participated in the 

Stepping Stones programme, and a slightly larger roadside village which was the comparison 

community which had not (A). Village C was about 10 km from village A, so although they may 

have been aware that the Stepping Stones programme had occurred, they would not have 

benefitted from it themselves. Fieldwork consisted of three stays of about four weeks each. 

When we stayed in the villages, we would be allocated a room which usually meant we would 

be housed in one of the largest compounds, and we paid the going rate for three meals a day. 

We started in June 2003 in village A, following which I returned to the UK. At the beginning of 

October, I returned to village B, and at the end of October we moved to village C, finishing 

field work there on the 2nd of December. One husband and wife were interviewed from the 

main market town (S) because they appeared to have an unusually positive attitude to girls’ 

education.  

The timing was determined by the monsoon and the agricultural cycle. In The Gambia the 

rainy season lasts for three months from July – September, during which time farmers have 

to grow enough food to last the entire year. By July farmers have a heavy workload preparing 

and planting the fields, following which there is weeding, and bird/monkey scaring. Harvest 

is between September and November depending on the crop. During the harvest season 

village members who are working as seasonal migrants will be recalled to work on the farms. 

It was for this reason that we suspended fieldwork between July and early October, then 

returned later in the month when the village would be less busy, but the youth would still be 



Fieldwork – methods 

4—166 

present, allowing for a less biased sample. Nevertheless, potential respondents could be busy 

with farm work, or have travelled to meet trading commitments or social obligations. 

However because we were resident in the community, and we could conduct interviews in 

‘instalments’, we were able to interview all those that we wanted to (provided they were 

agreeable). 

 Development status of the study villages 
The three villages have experienced development at different rates because of their location. 

As a roadside village, Village A was more accessible4. It was larger than B and C (perhaps about 

700 people), and relatively ethnically mixed with sizable Jola and Mandinka populations. We 

came across several Jola husbands with Mandinka wives. 

Village B had a population of about 350 people and was on the riverbank. Proximity to the 

river allowed for diversity in production, including fishing, orchards, palm oil, and riverine rice 

paddies, as well as the usual agricultural staples. There were two small educational facilities. 

It was within walking distance of a town, and not far from the President’s farm. The founding 

families of the village were migrant Jolas, but they had been joined by a significant number of 

Christian, Balanta, stranger farmers who had settled permanently. Generally, it was a hive of 

economic activity. 

Village C was away from the highway near the Sénégalese border. It was a tiny collection of 

three hamlets numbering about 300 people. The largest hamlet was based around the village 

headman’s (alkalo’s) compound and consisted of a large extended family with the same 

patronymic surname, who were the founding family of the village. The whole village were 

farmers, and there were two salaried individuals one of whom was the teacher. 

  

 

4 Although, as I noted in the field diary, one of the translators waited on the roadside for an entire day without 
getting a lift and had to return the next day. 
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 Field diary 
During data collection the team and I stayed in the villages. Our accommodation served as a 

base from which we could plan our excursions and interviews and discuss our findings with 

each other. My original methodological concept for this study included participant 

observation, however I soon realised my knowledge of the language and culture was 

inadequate for noticing subtle changes in social practice. Therefore, at every opportunity I 

would enter discussion with the translators as to their perceptions, and I recorded these as a 

‘field diary’ which was then coded and analysed in the same way as the interview and focus 

group data. I was particularly interested in whether they noticed changes in practice related 

to the Gender and Development framework (Table 4-3). This can be compared with Table 2-

2. 

Across the study therefore: the translators’ observations collected ‘first order data’ on social 

practice in the compounds; Interviews collected ‘second order data’ about how individuals 

constructed their world; and focus groups collected third order data about how the 

community made sense of individuals’ behaviour as reflected through norms and attitudes. 

This meant, subjectivity tended to lie more with interviewees who presented ‘accounts’ of 

themselves and their context, whereas with a truly ethnographic approach participant 

observation is the main approach, and subjectivity lies more with the observer.  

Table 4-3: Gender and development related social practice. 
 

• Relationship quality between spouses. 
• Violence towards children, gender roles in parenting. 
• Dialogue & decision-making.  
• Economic resource flows between husband and wife.  
• Division of labour. 
• Division of financial responsibility for children. 
• Permission for wife to travel, spend time with friends/social networks.  
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 In-depth interviews 
We used snowball sampling starting with interviewees suggested by key informants in each 

community. We conducted thirty-eight in-depth interviews including; seventeen married 

people, fifteen key informants from the community, four key informants on initiation, and six 

fieldworkers (Table 4.4). We defined key informants as anyone who we felt could have useful 

information or insight, but were not in the sample of husbands and wives. 

 

Table 4-4: Population sampled for interview. 
 

Village Number Comments Included households 
17 Married people (distributed over 8 marriages). 
 (No. of spouses interviewed) / (No. of spouses in marriage) 
A 7 3/3, 2/3, 2/3.  

 
*Household with IPV. 
*Poorest household (refugees). 

Town 2 2/3. *Liberal attitude to girl’s education 
B 4 2/3,2/3.  *Fula household 
C 4 2/2, 2/2. *Liberal attitude to girl’s education. 

*Refugee family 
9 Male key informants  
A 1 Elderly man  
B 5  *Balanta household  

*Family planning promoter.  
*Opinion leader.  
*Elderly man. 
*Orphan (unmarried). 

C 1 Interviewed for advice on who to interview 
Town 2 Male initiation 
10 Female key informants  
A 2 . *Elderly woman (widow). 

*Richest woman (widow). 
B 3  *Wife in household with IPV. 

*Opinion leader.  
*Poorest woman (widow). 

C 3  *Opinion leader. 
*Active Stepping Stones participant. 
*Refugee 

Town 2 Female initiation. 
6 Fieldworkers  
 6 Ex Stepping Stones facilitators (2 interviewed together) 
 (1) Agricultural extension worker for village C also interviewed in the 

marriage sample. 
Total number of interviews = 42 
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For objectivity, and to counteract any social desirability bias, we tried to interview the 

husband and at least one wife in each marriage (diads and triads) and compare the accounts 

they gave of their partners, with their partner’s self-description. However, after a while we 

limited ourselves to diads. This was because, if we were interviewing several wives from the 

same marriage, protocol dictated that we had to interview the senior (first) wife before any 

co-wives. When a co-wife was interviewed after the senior wife there was often a reticence 

to discuss the marriage, or even be interviewed, as it is incumbent on a wife not to contradict 

the senior wife5. When we only interviewed one wife respondents were more candid and 

seniority did not seem to make any difference. Married informants were purposively sampled 

to include the richest/poorest, powerful/least powerful, harmonious/most violent outliers. 

Interview data was further triangulated against observation data and key informant 

interviews.  

The six fieldworkers included; four ex-Stepping Stones facilitators (3 female, 1 male), an MRC 

fieldworker who had also been involved in the Stepping Stones project, and an agricultural 

extension worker involved with Village C. The fifteen key informants were villagers who we 

felt could make a special contribution to our schema, have specific knowledge that we felt 

would be useful. Elderly villagers were particularly useful for a historical perspective in a 

society where most local history is oral. There were various reasons why these individuals 

could not be interviewed as a married diad. Three were widowed and one was unmarried. 

The unmarried man was interesting because he was a love child, but had been raised as an 

orphan rather than informing him of his true parentage. A female and male opinion leader, 

and a male family planning promoter from village B, and a very active female Stepping Stones 

participant from village C were interviewed to clear up uncertainty about events immediately 

after Stepping Stones. Fula and Balanta respondents were interviewed in village B, and a 

refugee in village C, were purposively sampled to make sure we did not miss villagers who 

were marginalised, or guests, in the community. Four initiation informants were interviewed 

by myself in English. They were not from the communities but were people I knew from my 

 

5 Surprisingly however wives seemed relatively comfortable about discussing their husbands, unless they were in 
a violent relationship (most of whom declined to be interviewed at all). We understood that this was because 
such a marriage would be a source of shame and subject to gossip. 
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time in The Gambia who were willing to discuss their experience, three were opposed to the 

practice. 

All interviews were recorded for precision and transcription. We used mini-disc recorders that 

could record up to five hours on long play. Each respondent had their own disc, so their 

interview could be spread over several visits to fit their daily activities6.  

Although we explored the same themes in each community, the fieldwork was also an 

iterative process as we progressed from village A to C. The basic format of the interviews used 

the question guide shown in Annex B. Interviews in Village A (which had not received Stepping 

Stones) focused on changes in the marital system through time, mainly through interviews 

with older inhabitants, and husband and wife groupings. Themes were also expanded or 

contracted within the interviews, in an iterative process. Hence, if we felt we had reached 

theoretical saturation on a schema we might not continue to ask certain themes, and if new 

questions arose, or if I felt the informant had a special perspective on a problem, I would 

explore that. This meant that there was some overlap between the marital interviews and the 

key informant interviews. We continued the focus on marriage in villages B and C but also 

explored the impact of Stepping Stones. Because our particular focus was on the social control 

of marriage and violence against women and girls, whenever we came across accounts of 

violence, we documented them in as much detail as possible. 

 Focus groups 
The team conducted seven focus groups (FG) to discuss the normative values associated with 

themes emerging in the interviews (Table 4-5).  

 

6 The mini-discs were also digitally indexed every 5 minutes, allowing us to jump straight to a particular track if 
we needed to review it. 

Table 4-5: Population sampled for focus groups discussion. 
 

Village Number of focus groups  Number of participants 
A 2 Old men (5), young women (6). 
B 2 Girls (15), boys (17). 
C 3 Old men (8), young men (12), young women (13). 
Total 7 76 
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Polygynous marriage incorporates a disproportionate number of women, so many men will 

not marry until they are about 35 years old. Therefore, men under 35 are classed as young 

men or boys. In the table 4.4 I call them ‘young men’ and use the terms boys and girls to refer 

to youth under 20 years old .Our approach was based on the WHO manual (Dawson 1993). 

As with the in-depth interviews we had a basic question guide shown in Annex C. As the study 

progressed, extra themes were added as required. In village B the groups were with children 

15-18: this required slight modification as we were soliciting an ‘outsider’s point of view’ on 

marriage, comparing the children’s wishes with their parents, exploring parental and teacher 

communication on these issues, and the children’s perspective on community relations. 

We invited villagers who we thought could make an interesting contribution to the focus 

group, and they would usually invite friends, so the groups consisted of natural affinity groups 

conforming to cultural classifications. Because of the quick-fire nature of the groups, they 

were run by the translators without real time translation, and I observed. As with the 

interviews, audio recordings were made and transcribed.  

 Historical data 
As mentioned in the introduction I also reference data collected during the pilot study, (which 

received ethical approval at the time from the MRC) where relevant. This included 24 

anonymised, unpublished, interviews from village C, and 11 from village B, which had been 

collected during the original Stepping Stones project by a small follow up study in 2000 

exploring which exercises in the programme participants had enjoyed using short, structured 

interviews. These data were included because they were valuable in exploring the mechanism 

of Stepping Stones and were mainly relevant to Ch. 8.  

 Translation and transcription 
Translation was very problematic. Jola is an unwritten language, and has fewer tenses than 

English, which meant that, while working through translation I had to gravitate to closed 

rather than open questions. Jola is very metaphorical, and many concepts are conveyed as 
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proverbs7 which act as a repository for wisdom. The elderly had a greater vocabulary of 

proverbs, which could challenge the translators. Most interviews were conducted in the 

natural environment, which could also cause problems with audio quality (for example 

donkeys). Interviews in English were analysed in NVivo as audio files and not transcribed 

because translation was not required.  

Transcriptions were handwritten by a different translator to the one who had done the 

interview. These transcripts were then transcribed into Word when I got to New Zealand. The 

first transcription had the following rules (Table 4-6). 

The third point proved inoperable, as the transcribing translator was always attuned to the 

Jola voice. Rather than recording my English words verbatim, they consistently back-

translated my questions from their Jola translation. This was satisfactory because it 

documented what the interviewee heard, rather than what I said.  

My translators only had high school education, and English was not their first language. The 

English they spoke was ‘Gambian English’, which I was used to. In Gambian English, the local 

languages are translated literally into English using Mandinka grammar and sentence 

construction. Specifically; there are no gendered pronouns, there is only one past tense, and 

object-verb order is reversed. This could be very confusing for the reader, especially without 

the context of the preceding and following text. Therefore, sometimes I had to do a second 

translation from Gambian English to international English, but I kept this to a minimum. An 

example of how recorded text would read in international English is in Table 4-7. Note how 

my questions (M) are already back-translated into Gambian English: 

 

7 For example “an empty bag cannot stand” meaning it is not good to be hungry, “if you raise a goat you should 
eat it”, meaning that a niece raised as your child should become your wife…..and many more. 

Table 4-6: Rules of transcription. 
 

1 Translate all voices including interactions with other people who walk into interviews. 
2 If the translator is speaking in English, we indicated this with (E). 
3 My own voice should be written verbatim. 
4 The translator is encouraged to comment on the text in brackets if they had a contribution to 

make. 
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 Quality assurance 
To a certain extent careful observation of interviewees during the interview process can give 

non-verbal cues as to their candour in the interview process, this is also something I observe 

when I work as a GP8. There were also quality checks and checks on objectivity in the process, 

(Table 4-8).  

 

8 Once, when I was working for the MRC, my colleagues labelled quotations from transcripts I presented as 
“anecdotal”. When I presented the same material in video format, even though the respondents were talking in 
 

Table 4-7: Example of secondary translation from Gambian English. 
   
Gambian English International English 
Me: What did she see the Stepping Stones and 
his husband? 

Me: How did she and her husband find the 
Stepping Stones programme? 

L: The programme is very good and it a lot 
about marriage and about the sexually disease 
like HIV and STI. How to avoid it. 

L: The programme was very good about marriage 
and how to avoid sexually diseases like HIV and 
STIs. 

Me: So what do they talk about in every 
session? 

Me: So what did they talk about during their 
sessions? 

L: Just to advise on another L: We just advised one another 
Me: Why did he discuss about it? Me: What did they advise each other about? 
L: Because the advise help us a lot 
understanding more how to teach our children 
in future 

L: The advice helped us a lot in understanding how 
to teach our children in the future 

Me: What kind of hopes did she have for the 
future? 

Me: What kind of hopes does she have for her 
children’s future? 

L: Is time that to be marriage is also good thing 
but I am thinking my children about their 
schooling and their feeding so that they can be 
something tomorrow 

L: Marriage is a good thing, but I also think about 
their schooling and feeding, so that they can be 
[have the opportunity to achieve] something in the 
future 

 

Table 4-8: Quality assurance. 
 

1 Review of research protocol by local and institutional ethics committees, and Gambian 
scientific co-ordinating committee. 

2 Inclusion of outliers in the sample. 
3 Triangulation of marital interviews between partners.  
4 Triangulation of marital interviews with key informant interviews. 
5 Review of transcripts by myself in the field.  
6 Team discussion for clarification of data.  
7 Team discussion about interpretation of data. 
8 Team discussion about schema and plans for further investigation. 
9 Review of audio if written transcript unclear. 
10 Review of written transcript if digitalised transcript unclear. 
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 Analysis 
I used Decoteau’s AART method. This consists of synchronous Abduction 

(recontextualisation) and Abstraction (relation to theory), which was usually done in the field 

followed by Retroduction and Testing, during analysis. In abstraction; “the task is to determine 

which structures are impinging on the event in question and describe their internal 

properties”, while retroduction is “the building of a model of the mechanism which, if it were 

to exist and act in the postulated way, would account for the phenomenon concerned” 

(Bhaskar 1986) p. 61 (Decoteau 2016a) p. 72. Triangulation was performed in team meetings 

and in the field. If we had conflicting or unclear descriptions of themes that we felt were 

important then we tried to select a respondent who might be able to answer our questions 

for us. We would then continue this process until our uncertainty was resolved. We were also 

able to triangulate husband’s interviews against those of their wives, and men’s focus groups 

against those of the women. In general interview data was not contradictory, in villages B and 

C male respondents tended to be less forthcoming than women, presumably because the 

women saw the Stepping Stones programme as being aligned with their vested interests.  

I left the Gambia in 2003, having completed the field work. As mentioned in the introduction, 

at that time I unexpectedly had to migrate to New Zealand. I re-registered as a part-time 

postgraduate student at Otago University in 2009 but subsequently deferred three years for 

family. One of the problems caused by my dislocation was that I never had the opportunity 

to review my analysis with the participants, which was a potential loss in objectivity, and less 

than ideal. However, fortunately Katie Jagne (née Paine) the social scientist on the original 

Stepping Stones project was able to review the thesis for me. Katie speaks Mandinka and 

Wolof, has a Mandinka partner, and lives in The Gambia.  

 

a foreign language (translation simultaneously in the seminar) my colleagues were completely convinced by the 
data. My explanation for this is that the non-verbal signals, and emotional content from facial expressions in the 
video, portrayed a convincing veracity. 
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The data was digitalised in New Zealand and imported into Nvivo. The field diary and 

interviews in English were coded in audio format and transcribed when needed. Tha analysis 

was all my own work, using a realistic evaluation approach I initially broke the data into the 

major themes of structure, culture, mechanism, and outcome. Because I was using ECM I had 

predefined the ‘case’, and data was clustered around the topics in the question guide. As I 

discussed in Ch. 2, I adopted a pluralist ontological approach to detect breakdowns in the 

critical theories I was studying (Table 4-9). Breakdowns were either; ‘mandated’ by the critical 

theories pursued (considered independently or together) and by our gender focus; or 

‘occasional’ (i.e. unlooked for).  

Once I had broken the data into context, mechanism, and outcome, I used a 

grounded/inductive analysis to identify and follow up strips and breakdowns, which then 

defined thematic coding within the thematic categories. These strips were collated in the 

results chapters, which were rewritten many times as themes and schema became more 

apparent. Ultimately, I concentrated on specific strips which illustrated key themes.  

The delay in completing the thesis has had negative and positive consequences. On the 

positive side I still felt connected to the data through the audio diary, as I only had to listen to 

the interviews to be back in the moment, and I think the thesis became stronger as I read 

more widely about sociological theory. It also allayed some of my fears for the confidentiality 

of the interviewees as discussed in 4.4.   

Table 4-9: Archer, Bourdieu, and Freire: theoretical utilities. 
 

Archer 
Morphogenic 
Approach 

● Identification of structural and cultural emergent properties. 
● Inter-relationship between structure, culture, and agency. 
● Negotiation of change in role and position. 

Bourdieu  
Theory of Practice 

● Interaction between different social fields 
● Incorporation of symbolic violence in beliefs and dispositions.  
● Identification of grey areas in cultural conditioning available for innovation. 
● The accumulation of ‘disinterested’ capital as motivation for agency. 

Freire 
Critical Pedagogy 

● The thematic investigation of “peoples’ thinking” (Freire 2001) p108.  
● The nature and quality of interaction through dialogue. 
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 Conclusion 

Generally the data collection was characterised by exceptional levels of rapport, support, 

trust, and candour by the villagers towards the team. This ECM methodology was appropriate 

for the study because it shared the approach of examining ‘agency in context’ with the 

intervention. The abduction and retroduction involved in the ECM (2.3) resonated with the 

adaptation process of the Stepping Stones programme (1.4), while Agar’s theory of 

participant observation and ‘merging horizons’ (2.3.1) was relatable to Freire’s critical 

dialogue and ‘social ways of knowing’ (including the fact that it involved dialogue between 

myself and the translators). The principal difference between the extended case study and 

the Stepping Stones intervention, was that the research was observational rather than 

participatory. That is, it was etic and did not involve cultural action.  

The results are presented in Ch. 5 – 9. In Ch. 5 – 7 I have tried to answer the ‘context’ research 

question by identifying SEPs and CEPs in the accounts of interviewees, about how Gambian 

society was historically. Ch. 8 endeavours to answer the question of ‘mechanism’ by looking 

at the agency (or PEPs) of the villagers in the intervention villages. I examine the local context 

and mechanism, and whether there were changes after Stepping Stones, covering the period 

up to the day the workshop programme ended in 1998. Ch. 9 addresses question of ‘outcome’ 

and covers the post-intervention period from 1999-2003. In Ch. 10 I try to answer the 

‘analysis’ question by examining these findings for a contribution to the theory of 

empowerment, and the prevention of IPV. 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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Fieldwork: Structural & cultural context 
 

 

The Riddle of Society. 

“What is it that depends on human intentionality,  

but never conforms to anyone’s intentions. 

What is it that relies upon people’s concepts,  

but which they never fully know? 

What is it that depends upon human activity,  

but never corresponds to the actions of even the most powerful? 

What is it that has no form without us,  

yet which forms us as we seek its transformation? 

What is it that never satisfies the precise designs of anyone,  

yet because of this always motivates its reconstitution?” 

 

Margaret Archer (Archer 1995; Kamali A 2001) p. 165. 
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nces from footnotes – do not delete. 

(Goldbard 2006 ) (Whittle 1998)  (Meda 1999) (Kottak 2006) (Conteh 2006)

 (Jewkes 2020) (Fishbein 2006) (Ajzen 1989) (Keay 1987) (DeJong 2000)

 (IAGWG. 2013) (Duncan 1989)  (Oakley 1995) (Turner 1957) (Evens 

2005) (Hammersley 2007) (Cornwall 2003b) 

 

 



Fieldwork –structural context. 

5—179 

 The marital system 
 

 

 

 

Source http://rachelandcarson.blogspot.co.nz/2008/03/. 

Figure 29: A wedding Cermony. 
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 Introduction 

I have already made the case for the marital system being the defining social structure in Jola 

society. Typically, the first wife in a polygynous marriage is exchanged (which makes divorce 

difficult). My lack of understanding of daughter exchange at the outset of the Stepping Stones 

project was a major barrier to my appreciation of how the programme worked, and I only 

came to understand the system fully during our fieldwork. In village A I read ‘Kinship and 

marriage’ (Fox 1967) and tried to define the Jola tradition as I went along. Therefore 5.2.1 

draws on this text, while the remainder of the chapter is derived from biographies.  

Every interviewee was asked about their marital history, and their descriptions of the marital 

system. These strips (particularly those of the elderly) led to new schema, and further 

developed the themes discussed in Ch. 3. Although the evidence was at times confusing, there 

appeared to have been a transition of the marital system in the Foni between the beginning 

and the end of the 20th century, related to Mandingisation and conversion to Islam. 

In 5.3 I explore the social control of marriage. Arranged marriage was ubiquitous, with 

exemplary punishment beatings for those that refused. However outside of arranged 

marriage in the first half of the century, relationships could dissolve and reform on a romantic 

basis through post-marital elopement, or ekai. In the latter half of the century marriage 

became the rule. Premarital ekai continued as a strategy to manipulate patriarchs into an 

alternative arranged marriage relationship, but ultimately if they could not be persuaded, the 

women were returned. If a wife wanted to leave a marriage, she had to obtain a formal 

divorce.  

Prior to this study I had considered extramarital relationships to be a random and individual 

behaviour, driven by poverty. However I learnt that for the Jola, transactional relationships 

could be sanctioned (bukinorab), or overt and organised (salibo). In 5.4 I discuss how 

traditional Jola practices continued, co-existing with Islamic practices, and expanding during 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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the period of conversion. If extramarital relationships are on a continuum from ekai, this could 

explain their acceptability. While bukinorab and salibo were legitimate, and perhaps 

functioned as an escape valve for the rigors of daughter exchange, ekai was illegitimate and 

becoming discontinued. I assume this is because in the former the marriage is preserved, but 

in the latter, it is destroyed. 

Qualitative data in the following chapters is identified using the following coding system (Fig. 

29). 

 The marital system 

5.2.1 Daughter exchange 
Daughter exchange seemed key to the reproduction of this patriarchy, not only in the literal 

sense of producing children, but also through the preservation of clan relationships. In the 

past, because so many marriages were political, extramarital affairs conducted for love were 

common, including transient encounters at festivals and celebrations.  

Village 

A 

B 

C 

T(own) 

Interview type 
(followed by number) 

[Couple] 
[Fieldworker] 
[Male key informant] 
[Female key informant] 
[Key informant] 
[Focus group] 
[Field diary followed by 
disc number] 

Descriptor 

[Husband] 
[Wife-followed by number, 
or position in marriage] 
[Old Men] 
[Young men] 
[Old women] 
[Young women] 

C 
FW 
M 
F 
KI 
FG 
FD 

H 
W 
 
OM 
YM 
OW 
YW 
Boys 
Girls 

Figure 30: Coding system for data. 

MS: = Author, Trans: = Translator 
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Arranged marriage is technically illegal in The Gambia, but in practice this law is rarely applied 

because a bride would risk being ostracised by her family1. Parents may promise their children 

in arranged marriages even before they are born. Sometimes close friends will make such 

promises to each other to strengthen the bonds between them. Cross cousin marriage was 

the norm, and virtually every respondent had at least one cross cousin marriage, which was 

much higher than I expected: “I can say with 99.7% probability that you will marry your 

cousin” FW 3. 

The Jola marital system is a polygynous, exogamous, segmented, patrilineal, patrilocal 

system, with deferred cross cousin marriage. These concepts are defined as follows.  

• Exogamous means that women marry out of the family and men stay within the family 

compound.  

• Segmented means that when the compound becomes too crowded, sons will move away 

to new land and restart this process.  

• It is patrilineal because descent and inheritance pass through the male line and follow the 

male surname or patronym. Wives keep their own surname, but the children take their 

father’s regardless of gender.  

• It is patrilocal because the wife and her children reside with the father’s family, and the 

children ‘belong’ to the father.  

• Cross cousin marriage means that a woman marries her father’s sister’s son (or grandson 

– hence deferred), and a man marries his mother’s brother’s daughter, (or 

granddaughter). The children of the father’s brother or the mother’s sister are ineligible, 

which is made clear using kinship terms (Fig. 30). Cousins who are eligible are called 

cousins, and their parents are called uncles and aunts (shaded). Cousins who are ineligible 

are called brothers and sisters, and their parents are called small mother or small father 

(unshaded). 

 

1 It is possible that the choice of a spouse may be left up to the bride or groom as long as they chose a partner 
from the relevant family group, in practical terms nearly all first marriages are arranged without consultation, by 
the bride’s uncle. The bridegroom is slightly more likely to be consulted by his family, but this is not traditional. 
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When this ‘wife-giving’ arrangement is repeated in the next generation, the wife-givers will 

receive wives for their sons, and the system of “daughter exchange” is established as a 

continuous reciprocal process. The distinction between maternal and paternal first cousins 

makes no sense genetically but has an important social function in a patrilocal system. This is 

because unlike other cousin marriages, they are exogamous. The daughter marries her 

paternal aunt’s son, but her aunt will have been married out, so she leaves her natal home. 

The son marries his maternal uncle’s daughter, but since his mother married in, a woman 

from his mother’s community leaves her natal home to join him. There is a special nephew 

relationship (assebul) between the son and his maternal uncle, which preserves some 

additional rights for the son in his maternal line. As a wife-giver, this uncle is also his potential 

father-in-law.  

Although some individuals achieved additional status through religious abilities, for most 

people social position was defined by kinship. At the village level, membership of social 

networks is limited to kinship relationships, membership of cross cutting age-sex peer groups 

(kafos), ward groupings for village organisation (kabilos), and the Mosque. Affiliation and 

intimacy are strongest with family members and weakest with the wider community.  

The fact that arranged marriage is part of an exchange was clearly shown in a case of a 

"broken contract" dating to the late 70s or early 80's: “My marriage was an exchange 

marriage. My husband's younger sister [was] supposed to marry my father, but then she 

refused, this is why I was taken from my husband” [back to her father's house] C.F. The 

daughter who refused to marry was later “taken away by one boy” suggesting elopement 

Mother Father Small 
Father 

Small 
Mother 

Uncle Aunt 

Sibling Female 
Cousin 

Small 
Father 

Small 
Mother 

Uncle Aunt 

Sibling Male 
Cousin 

Boy Girl 

Figure 31: Cross cousin marriage. 
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(ekai) with an age mate. Sadly for the informant, she was forced to return home even though 

she loved her husband, and had to leave two children (one of whom she was breastfeeding). 

5.2.2 Abduction 
The transactional nature of marriage is also illustrated by the process of wife abduction. 

Abduction was not specific to the Jola, and seemed to be a regional phenomenon, that was 

extremely common in the recent past. It occurred when a marriage was arranged, but not 

completed because the groom (or his family) did not have the bride price at that time. There 

is an acceptance by the bride’s family that the groom is possessing his property, although a 

more minor transgression of failure to consult has occurred. The same process may be done 

openly in which case the wife is said to have been “borrowed”. The accounts of abduction 

that I came across all pertained to first marriages. I suspect that this may be because a 

woman’s first marriage will occur when she is a young girl (15 – 20) and there may be delays 

in transferring her to the husband’s family related to schooling or family life. From the man’s 

point of view there may be a sense of urgency to acquire a first wife to perform domestic 

labour, because he would not have been trained in these skills as a boy. This urgency is not 

present for a man marrying a second or third wife.  

In this example the husband and wife were second generation Balanta immigrants from 

Guinea Bissau, raised in the eastern part of The Gambia. The respondent’s husband saw her, 

and arranged with her father to marry her, without her knowledge. When she was 15, he 

abducted or “stole” her when her father was away, because “he feels my father is wasting his 

time”. Note that the father requires the permission of her uncle to give her in marriage. 

B.F2: He just waited until my father travelled to Guinea to inform his brother that he wants 

to give his daughter to a husband...[My husband] came...for me in my father’s absence. 

When he came, he sent me to get water for him, when I came he got hold of my hand and 

said to me “I will go with you”. He then started to pack all my belongings and finally we 

came to [village B].  So I was with him in [village B], with his neighbours who are Jolas, I 

was there, I cannot speak Jola and I really found it difficult in those days…I was crying for 

two days, later my husband says to the people leave her to cry we will see how she is going 

back – because he knew that I have no money. B. Key informant. 
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Her step father found her in the village and advised her husband that he would have to 

apologise to the father which involved paying a ‘fine’. He gave the following advice to the girl. 

B.F2: You really know that your husband went to your father and he agreed for you to 

marry, now what you do is you should respect your husband, just try [to have the] will to 

marry and to have children. B.F. Key informant.  

5.2.3 Arranged marriage 
Traditionally the first marriage is arranged and therefore highly likely to be with a cross cousin, 

while second and third marriages are the husband’s choice. Any negativity felt towards an 

arranged marriage was associated with not being allowed to marry “your choice” rather than 

about marrying a cousin per se, which was often seen as a positive. This was illustrated by a 

60-year-old man, all three of his partners were first cousins once removed. His first “wife” 

was in fact an elopement (or ekai), in which he brought her back to his compound as a lover. 

They managed to live together for two years and had a child before her family secured her 

return. His parents then arranged his “second” wife, and he chose his “third”. Nevertheless, 

all three relationships were love matches. 

T.C4.H: it was not a problem with my father when I see the [first] wife and tell him, he 

agrees... 

MS: Why was his father happy? She was not a relative 

T.C4.H: She is related, she is the daughter of my father’s uncle2.  

MS: At what age did you marry your 2nd wife? 

T.C4.H: By then I was 25 years old [about 1965]...she was my parent’s choice...she is also 

my father’s uncle’s daughter. 

MS: Did his father tie the marriage and [then] tell him? 

T.C4.H: Before he tied the marriage he told me. 

MS: Did he feel he has to accept because his father’s choice? 

T.C4.H: It was my father’s choice but I also liked it. 

MS: How about your third wife what led you [to] marry her? 

T.C4.H: I married because my [second wife’s] health was not good... 

 

2 Presumably a maternal uncle. 
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MS: Was that an arranged marriage as well? 

T.C4.H: No. 

MS: So is she related to him? 

T.C4.H: Yes…my mother’s uncle’s [daughter]. Husband interview. 

According to him and two of his wives who were also interviewed, farming, domestic labour, 

and money were shared in their household. Perhaps their long relationship as cousins 

promoted conviviality:  

T.C4.H: We join and go to the work…during the weeding time whosoever is cooking will 

come later after cooking, and meet us there, and the one who is not cooking will go with us 

in the morning. 

MS: So do they divide the money?  

T.C4.H: Yes, sometimes they do not have means of getting money, and all right if we sold 

the groundnuts I give them money and tell them to help themselves.  

For the same reason, we heard many accounts of an aunt requesting for a young niece to be 

sent to stay with her in her husband’s family. The girl is then raised there on the 

understanding that she will marry there3. This means the aunt has the company of relatives 

from her family, while the girl will stay in a familiar family environment when she marries. For 

example, at a transfer ceremony I witnessed, the bride came from her husband’s family home, 

returned to her natal village, and then formally transferred back again to her husband’s home 

as a wife. On the day she appeared extremely happy with this arrangement. 

All our respondents agreed that neither the bride nor groom had any say in arranged 

marriage. Technically responsibility for marriage arrangement, or at least the final sign-off, 

lies with the paternal uncle, so I am not sure whether “father” in the quotes below could refer 

to “father” or “small father”. 

A.C3.W1: You know in the old days they never inform you, you are only informed at the 

time of marriage. 

MS: Was she offered any choice? 

 

3 As was the case in the ‘broken contract’. 
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A.C3.W1: No, at that time we had no right to intend somebody...I did not love the man but 

I had to obey my father. A.W. Wife. 

It appears that in the case of marriage, “discipline” equates to obedience4. 

N: My Father, because of discipline, has gone for a wife for me without consulting me...you 

would be mad to refuse that wife which was chosen by your father, that's what we know 

about discipline. C.FG. Young men. 

However, men also expressed faith in the matchmaking process, note the use of the words 

respect/disrespectful:  

D: If you see your father arrange a wife for you there is a clever reason he has settled on 

the girl, and her for you, and the girl has respect toward him. 

B: And I have the trust that your father will not bring a disrespectful wife for you, he has to 

study the girl and know what type of person she is. B.FG. Boys. 

An important difference between men and women was that a son could approach his father 

to initiate an arrangement with an eligible girl. This was unusual however, and I collected 

more accounts of these requests being refused than accepted. Similarly, a father might 

discuss his choice with his son before he made the arrangement (see T.C4.H p. 5—186).  

I found no evidence of girls or women successfully changing an arrangement. This woman in 

her thirties experienced violence in her marriage, but her parents have no regrets despite her 

unhappiness. She was arranged to be the second wife of an older man at the age of 15 and 

tried to persuade her parents to let her marry her love interest. I do not know whether “her 

choice” was a cousin: 

A.C1.W2: I had made an arrangement with him...he went to inform [my parents] of 

his…[feelings towards] me, but my parents said no. 

MS: Do you think your parents now regret it? 

A.C1.W2: No they did not regret [it], because they think [my husband] is suitable for me. 

A. Wife interview. 

 

4 As will be discussed in chapter 8, “respect” also implies obedience. A woman respects her husband by obeying 
him. 
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5.2.4 Polygyny 
I found that a spirit of co-operation was more common among Jola co-wives than in Mandinka 

communities which I was familiar with, perhaps because of the kinship bonds and a collectivist 

culture. Wives often encouraged their husbands to take a co-wife to release them from the 

imposition of childbirth, or if they are getting too old for domestic labour. A new wife will 

reduce the pressure on them to have sex and do all the cooking, so senior wives can also 

concentrate on economic activities. The gender division of labour means that their husbands 

do not have the provisioning skills required for domestic labour, and therefore will seek a 

replacement if the wife needs to leave the compound. 

B.F2: I always tell him to look for a second wife so that we can be two. Then, if one of us 

travels the other one will stay and take care of the compound and look after the children. 

For example...if I travel one of my boys will be cooking, washing clothes...and...whenever I 

travel I...never have peace of mind because I think of my family and how they feel. 

B.F. Key informant. 

It is for this reason that Mandinka women use the phrase “my legs are tied” as a euphemism 

for marriage, as explained to me by Kulaymata one of the female fieldworkers below. Her first 

description of the word references control, her second describes its use in the vernacular. 

MS: What does it mean if you are a wife and “your legs are tied”. 

Kulaymata: You are under control, you cannot leave the compound without permission, 

you cannot travel. 

MS: Yes you cannot leave the compound – but maybe it's because you have small 

children?...or you have to cook? 

Kulaymata: Well you can say my legs are tied while you are doing a job and you are called 

to come...if you call me I'm busy, I can tell you in Jola, it actually means I'm busy.  B.FD. 

For this reason, women and girls were frequently recalled from jobs or school to take care of 

domestic work. This woman who is about 30 discusses life when she was 15. 

MS: Why does she think her father did not send her to school? 

A.C1.W2: Because my mother was very sick, and...had an operation…so I was the one who 

was cooking and doing domestic work at home. A.W. Wife. 
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The senior wife was responsible for co-ordinating the other wives. This included the 

distribution of money for buying food, the roster for sleeping with the husband, and cooking. 

Traditionally the youngest wife takes over the cooking and housework, partly out of respect 

for the senior wife’s age, although in fact wives organised a variety of rosters to share 

responsibilities according to their needs. Freedom from domestic labour enables other 

economic activity. This woman (a single wife) had accumulated a herd of ten cows and so was 

considered wealthy in the village: 

MS: If she got another wife would it have freed her for doing more trading? 

A.F2: Oh yes!, if we were two, – because when my children were grown that was the time I 

got the chance to do my business.  A.F. Key informant. 

Sometimes wives spoke of being close friends with their co-wives, which provided a partial 

solution to the isolation of being a kurimen married away from the natal village. However, 

they could also be competitors for their husband’s attention in a way that would not extend 

to other kurimen in the kabilo.  

The extensive use of extramarital relationships (5.4) also means wives could practice a limited 

form of polyandry in the same way that their husbands practiced polygyny (with wives or 

girlfriends). The view amongst my Gambian and expatriate peers was that polygyny was a bad 

thing5. The ‘acceptability’ of taking a lover in Jola culture is an important point of difference 

which may have facilitated a more favourable attitude towards polygyny. 

5.2.5 Fertility 
The senior wife represents the needs of all the wives to the husband. The husband and wives 

each have their own bedroom, and she arranges a roster of when each wife is to sleep in the 

husband’s bedroom (usually two nights at a time). The frequency of sexual activity is 

prescribed by the Quran, and the wife is perceived to have a duty to satisfy her husband’s 

wishes; refusal often leading to violence. Theoretically, there are legitimate reasons for a 

woman to avoid sexual activity such as ill health and breast feeding6. Unfortunately, as we 

 

5 As expressed by the Senegalese author Mariama Bâ (Bâ 1989) which describes a romantic love marriage between 
members of the educated elite (Latha 2001). 
6 Sexual activity during breast feeding is taboo because the sperm is believed to contaminate breast milk. This 
belief is convenient to maintain birth spacing, and has been consistently held since at least 1778 – “she is not to 
 



Fieldwork –structural context. 

5—191 

found out during Stepping Stones, most rural Gambians believed a woman is most fertile 

during her period. This resulted in inappropriate rostering, with wives who had completed 

their families being rostered around ovulation, and wives who were desperate to conceive 

being rostered during their safe period.  

Husbands effectively control the fertility rate through polygyny (1.2). Conspiracy theories 

about colonial threats to African fertility (such as vaccination programmes being Depo-

Provera) were commonly held amongst the men, and contraception was frequently judged to 

be “un-Islamic”. A woman who made contraceptive choices could also be seen as planning 

infidelity and was associated with profound sexual jealousy: “you see men of today – anytime 

you stop giving birth, they always think that you take the chance to play with other men, that’s 

why he feels jealous about me” B.F27.  

 Resistance and sanctions 

5.3.1 Elopement (ekai) 
There were acknowledged ways that women might remove themselves from the marital 

system, which had their own vocabulary, sanctions and forfeits. Elopement, or ekai, means a 

married woman moves to the house of another married man, effectively running off with her 

lover (table 5-1).  

 

lie with her husband for three years, if the child lives so long; for during that term the child sucks, and they are 
firmly persuaded that lying with their husbands would spoil their milk, and render the child liable to many diseases” 
(Moore 1778) p. 327.  
7 It is of course logically inconsistent for the husband to equate a wife’s contraceptive use with infidelity. Unless 
the husband and wife are abstaining (in which case a pregnancy would imply infidelity). Being married conceals 
paternity and therefore obviates the need for contraception, as related by the proverb: “if you are going to steal 
honey you take it from the open jar”, and indeed STIs are associated with being married (Shaw 2001). Perhaps the 
difficulty with ‘stopping giving birth’ is that it contradicts the husband’s desire to have ‘as many children as 
possible’ (Ratcliffe 2000). 

Table 5-1: Types of ekai. 
 

1.Post-marital ekai 
A married woman changes partner. 
2.Premarital ekai 
A woman promised in marriage, absconds with her lover.  
3.Strategic ekai 
A woman absconds with her lover hoping that it will force her family to accept their marriage, but 
returns if it does not work. 
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There was a clear difference in the patriarchs’ response to each. A girl who refused an 

arranged marriage was subject to profound and exemplary violence, illustrating the 

importance of arranged marriage to clan relationships. On the other hand, if a married 

daughter left her husband for another, the patriarchs accepted it was largely beyond their 

control, although they were clearly not happy about it and usually withdrew their co-

operation.  

5.3.1.1 Post-marital ekai.  

Post-marital ekai seemed to have been common in the grandparents’ generation, be 

associated with Awasen practice, and declined with Islamisation (or Mandingisation). As 

discussed below some informants even implied that there was no arranged marriage at this 

time, the implication being that the Jola tradition was for serial romantic relationships in 

which men and women had equal decision-making power. My personal impression was that 

there were arranged marriages and sanctions, but that women had more possibilities to be 

social actors in the traditional society. For the woman, ekai represents the pursuit of love or 

an avenue of escape from an unhappy marriage.  

Our main informant was the oldest woman respondent. She was about 80 and believed that 

ekai “is not happening now” A.F1, and indeed I found no references to it in the recent past. 

Both her mother and a co-wife had both been in ekai relationships. About 1921 her mother, 

who was a first-generation migrant from the Casamance, left her father as soon as A.F1 was 

weaned and “went to live with another man...because my mother was having many 

miscarriages and I was the only daughter who was alive” A.F1 8. When her mother left, A.F1 

remained and was subject to arranged marriage in her father’s compound. This marriage was 

unhappy, so in the 1930s, she also left: “I just went to marry another man and we call that 

ekai in the old days, if you are married to somebody and you are not happy with that man you 

can leave him and go to another man”. Her marriages followed Awasen and not Islam, 

because the bride price was paid in palm wine, which is freely collected in the bush and 

therefore a smaller investment. There seems to be an implied casualness about marriage 

under Awasen which is no longer present with Islam. 

 

8 I wondered whether this is another way to hide from a spirit husband or jinoo (5.3.3). 
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A.F1: You know now if you want to marry somebody – (you) bring cola nuts, but (in) their 

time you just bring palm wine [sum sum] because they were not Muslims. So in this case 

you can leave your husband as you want and ekai…you leave from your husband's 

compound to another man...even myself they brought palm wine because by then we have 

less Muslims. A.F. Key informant. 

There were conflicting accounts of marriage in the grandparents’ generation. This older man 

who was raised in the Casamance suggests that traditionally there was no arranged marriage 

for the Awasen Jola: “In those days if a daughter love somebody she is to bring that person 

and they will bring the alcohol to the parents and tie the marriage, but if your daughter did 

not love the man there is no force on to that but there is nothing like arrange marriage” 

Husband interview B (B.C6.H). Therefore, the fact that A.F1’s mother had an arranged 

marriage in The Gambia, suggests arranged marriage may have been adopted through 

Mandingisation. The penalties for a woman who did post-marital ekai seemed to be mainly 

social, A.F1 was from The Gambia and implies she could be prevented from leaving: 

MS: Does she tell her husband about her ekai? 

A.F1: No you escape. 

MS: If she tells the husband will she be beaten? 

A.F1: They will not beat you, but they will not allow you to go. 

Otherwise, the principal sanction was a souring of relations with the patriarchs, and a 

disruption of relationships between clans. 

A.F1: If they hear the sister has ekai to somebody they will go to the man and quarrel with 

the man. During that quarrel if the man agrees they can take their sister, but if he does not 

agree they cannot do anything. They just have to bear…If she refuses to go, then they will 

say "let meat come" which means if you go they will eat you. So you do not go back, if you 

happen to go you may be at risk. 

My interpretation of the phrase “let meat come” in that it is probably a euphemism for the 

eating of the soul by an evil spirit (jalango) but I did not have the chance to discuss this with 

the translators before I left The Gambia. Women who ekai cannot be beaten because they 

are no longer present, but prior to Islamisation every family would have a spirit shrine from 

which the patriarchs could unleash a supernatural attack. So for example A.F1’s mothers 
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agreed to her own arranged marriage because “if she disagreed to be married...she will be 

taken to Jalango” A.F1, but felt able to leave the same marriage later when she had fertility 

problems, and A.F1 felt a woman in this situation did not need to be unduly concerned for 

her safety unless she returned to her family’s compound. However, other informants’ 

responses to the threat of jalango were ambiguous, and one of the translators described a 

relative “whose husband had a big head (supernatural abilities), so she did not want to leave 

him because she felt constantly vulnerable to attack from her family, through Jalang or 

through witch[craft]” Field Diary B9. 

5.3.1.2 Premarital ekai. 

If post-marital ekai was a phenomenon of the grandparents’ generation before the Second 

World War, premarital ekai remained a phenomenon into the parents’ generation and the 

recent past. One female informant arranged her own love marriage when she was working in 

a hotel in Sénégal, presumably enabled by being older, more solvent, and away from her 

village. The patriarchs disagreed with her decision and “They only allow their wives to go for 

the ceremony, but the uncles did not go” and because the “uncles are not happy for me to 

marry to that man, I end up having a lot of problems up to the time my husband die”. Her 

husband died after a year, following this she had to agree to be arranged in marriage by the 

patriarchs again “I was informed and I agreed to marry because I have no choice…I have to 

agree to any person” B.C6.W2. Similarly, the woman whose request to marry another was 

turned down, acquiesced to her arranged marriage at 15. She did not ekai because: 

A.C1.W2: If I refuse to marry and go to someone else, if I have problem with that person it 

will be difficult for me to go back to my parents, because they will have nothing to say 

about it, “it was you who chose him, no one forced you to marry him”.  A.W. Wife. 

Kubyitumark9 is the romantic process leading to ekai, and like ekai, was also said to be in 

decline: “It is not common like before, in this generation it is very much less, it hardly ever 

happens” C.FG. Young men. However, it could be a direct challenge to the arranged marriage 

system as discussed below: 

 

9 Bukaibu is a synonym. 
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If I fall in love with a girl before she marries, but later she did not marry to me and marry to 

a different man in another village…we will still be communicating – discussing ways of sex 

and ways of marriage too; if it is possible for her to leave the husband and to be married 

with me…kubyitumark is to take some wife away from her husband without marrying her. 

C.FG. Young men. 

5.3.1.3 Strategic ekai. 

Premarital ekai seemed to be common into the parents’ generation (the 1980s), in all the 

interviews these elopements were short lived and unsuccessful. Despite the claims that ekai 

was not common in the present I was surprised to find that the parents of two of the 

translators had practiced it, suggesting that any change had occurred in the present 

generation. We collected several accounts suggesting that a couple in ekai would usually try 

to secure a pregnancy, as a strategy to persuade the patriarchs to allow them to continue 

their relationship. If the relationship was discontinued the children were usually not told of 

their provenance (which could cause considerable distress). The following is a transcript from 

my field diary. 

MS: So in Z's case his father was in love with Z's mother, so he went for her and brought 

her back to his father's compound; and Z said his family were supporting that, and he gave 

the impression that was a positive thing, a manly thing to do. 

Z: Before, in that generation, at that time 

MS: So I think she was there for two years? then every day Z's mother's father came and 

insulted everyone in the compound, and in the meantime they had arranged a marriage for 

Z’s mother. So then they came for her and Z’s family had to let her go. There was no choice 

there. 

MS: In X's case her father did the same, he eloped with someone he loved, and also 

brought her to his own compound; and she was there for two years…and X's older sister 

was born to her; and the same thing, they made an arranged marriage, and came and took 

the mother away, but left the daughter? 

Z: No she went back to the parents. 

MS: OK so the daughter was later given back to X's father. Again X's father had the support 

of his own family, and the conclusion of these stories is I suppose that it's a legitimate way 

to force the hand of the older generation. To present them with a ‘fait accompli’ and see 
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how they react – you might be lucky, you might not be lucky. So the young people put 

pressure on them, but they take a chance and they may or may not win. 

Z: They may win B.FD. 

From the man’s point of view strategic ekai may be a win-win situation, so whether ekai is 

perceived as the woman contesting the arranged marriage system, or a rival patriarchy 

gaming the system depends on the actor’s perspective. 

It may happen that the family of the woman were able to take her back; remember that 

any children they have between them will be given to the boyfriend. In our culture…if they 

take away the wife the child will remain theirs. There you can see that the boyfriend will 

not be the loser to both, – either the woman or the child!  C.FG. Young men. 

5.3.2 Refusing arranged marriage 
Although there was disquiet and negotiation when an unmarried daughter was “stolen” or 

“borrowed”, the most extreme violence was reserved for girls who refused arranged 

marriage, disobedience of the patriarchs being unacceptable. I surmised that the initial 

daughter exchange was far more important to the patriarchs than the continuation of a 

marriage. This is supported by the fact that the patriarchs tolerated premarital ekai if the 

daughter was returned for arranged marriage, and I found no accounts of patriarchs 

demanding the return of their daughters from post-marital ekai, although as I have discussed 

the women might lose their support. It seemed that not to honour their word in a marriage 

negotiation with another family may severely damage their reputation, more than if the 

marriage failed. On the other hand, a daughter who refused an arranged marriage would be 

subject to an exemplary punishment beating.  

The fear of punishment beatings meant that refusal was relatively uncommon. I did not 

interview anyone who had been beaten, but nearly all the women I interviewed knew of one 

or two, “Yes I have seen a girl being beaten….we were not related …they even beat my sister 

until she went mad” CF3. Uniquely, one woman felt she could also be ostracised “They would 

just drive me away and maybe they will beat me” B.F4. There was consensus as to the form 

of a beating in which the girl or young woman would be tied to a tree in the middle of the 

compound. 
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S: It happened in their time, if they arrange your marriage and you...refuse they will apply 

salt at every part of your body and tie you up and beat you. Sometimes you spend the 

whole day and night tied up. Old woman KI A. 

The age gap at marriage seemed significant for refusal. All except the very youngest women I 

interviewed were married at the age of 15, and even the ones who went on to have long and 

happy relationships were not happy about being married at that age: “Yes I was not willing to 

marry at that time, but I got married because of fear” A.C2.W1. In addition, husbands are 

always older than wives, because for a man to marry an older woman is considered bizarre. 

This is because the woman may see herself as superior which would go against the perceived 

‘natural’ order of things. However the opposite was true for the women, especially if the bride 

is a third or fourth wife when her husband may be in his 60s, “My first husband was an 

arranged marriage, but I did not love the man because he was old”. A.C3.W1. “The husband 

they select or decide for us to marry – you will marry him even if a blind man is chosen” B.F2. 

Men on the other hand have a choice after their first marriage. It would appear then that a 

wife’s value to her parents’ family (realised through exchange) embodies both sexual and 

cultural capital. 

N: If I want to marry, what I am going to look for in the person is her beauty, appearance, 

habit. First let me start beauty. I cannot marry somebody who is ugly maybe she does not 

have teeth in her mouth, one eye, one hand because the person with one hand cannot do 

all my needs, and a woman who can cook well. A good woman is a woman who can cook 

and a woman who has discipline, because she is going to stay with my parents. A woman 

who does not have discipline cannot stay with my parents, because she will bring problems 

between me and my parents. Young men’s FG B. 

Hypothetically punishment beating also applied to men, but I found no evidence of men 

refusing arranged marriage. I reasoned this was because the age gap worked in their favour, 

because they had power over their wife, and because they knew that even if they were 

dissatisfied with the chosen bride, their subsequent wives could be “their choice”. 

The beatings are done by “My father’s younger and elder brothers” CF3 and their sons. This is 

because the biological father and his sons may be too emotionally attached to their 

daughter/sister to carry it out. Marriages are arranged by small fathers for the very reason 
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that the biological father may not be able to exact this punishment if required. Similarly, the 

father can arrange a marriage but would still need to seek the permission of his brother. So 

in the case of the “broken contract” discussed earlier, the woman’s father informed her that 

she would be beaten if she did not return. She got on well with her father and as the senior 

brother he was head of the family, but he had no power in the question of her marriage.  

Whether such beatings were more common in the past was unclear. The translators were 

aware of a woman who had been hospitalised in 1997, who uniquely was unrepentant and 

went on to marry the lover of her choice. Here schoolgirls show that this threat is just as 

relevant to their generation, as to their parents: 

Trans: When they make an arranged marriage and you do not like it, what will they do to 

you? 

A: Some may kill you in a spiritual manner. 

P: Some may beat and tie you up to the tree.  B.FG. Girls. 

5.3.3 Divorce 
In divorce the woman may be morally stigmatised and the woman’s virtue impugned, but this 

was not evident in accounts of ekai. In practical terms uterine rights of residence are hugely 

important for daughters who have been divorced to be able to return to their natal family 

where they will be given sanctuary. ‘Going home’ is one of the few sanctions short of divorce 

that a woman can use to resolve marital conflict. This is because it will automatically trigger 

a process of arbitration by the elders of the two families as the contract to “exchange” has 

been broken.  

Getting permission for divorce was codified in Islamic and civil law and was a far more onerous 

process than simply leaving as in ekai, as it required a judgement by others, Imams, elders 

and patriarchs, “but you do not see some women? if they run away from their husbands, they 

will be brought back” Women’s A.FG (this seemed usually through persuasion rather than 

coercion). These young men suggest that in the parent’s day the wife’s family would act to 

preserve the integrity of a marriage. This could be by intervening against the husband or the 

daughter if either party is guilty of disrespect. Respect is gender defined as the wife obeying 

the husband: 
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Boys: During the time of our forefathers if the husband does not respect his wife in the 

marriage, he the husband will deserve a punishment by the cousin [agnatic] brothers in 

those days!! For women if it happens that she did not respect her husband marriage, she 

will be called back by her relatives and she will be asked for the reason of that [disrespect] 

to the husband. It is possible she will also deserve a big punishment by her own relatives at 

home, but in this generation such kind of punishment hardly ever happens. If you do that 

you may fall in the hand of the police or you will face the law. Young men’s FG B. 

On the one hand leaving an arranged marriage was perceived as difficult and women just had 

to “bear” an unfortunate situation, while on the other hand there were women who had used 

the law to secure divorce as far back as the 1960s. Here a woman in her late twenties 

describes her difficulties after her husband (a love match) became a violent alcoholic. Her 

family supported her divorce but only after she had ‘tried’ for longer than she wanted to. 

X: I came here my father said – no you divorce later, just go and bear and see. So I went 

there…There was no fish money, rice, I was bearing it for two months then I talked to the 

elders to talk to him, I said it's not working.  Female key informant. 

However, this women in her parents’ generation describes how she took unilateral action 

following arranged marriage (before 1965) “they make a force on me (to marry him), but I did 

not love him” C.F1. She withdrew conjugal rights and refused to co-operate with domestic 

labour and was divorced within a year. 

MS: So she did not cook for him, or anything? 

C.F1: Yes! because I did not love him, I just go anywhere I want to go without telling him 

where I was. 

MS: She did not cook and wash the clothes? 

C.F1: No because I did not love him, I even did not want to see him. 

MS: So you did not share a bed?  

C.F1: Yes, the first time we shared the beds, because first day you get married you must 

share the bed. 

MS: So that was the only time? 

C.F1: Yes because I did not love the man. 
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Her father did not agree with her decision, but her behaviour presented him with no choice. 

She and another respondent from the same generation used the courts. 

C.F1: I made so many plans, but I did not succeed until we used the law (and went) up to 

court 

MS: What did her family think of that? 

C.F1: They did not like it, but there was nothing to do about it because I did not love him, 

and even if I continued in the marriage I could not do good things. 

MS: Did she go to the district court? 

C.F1: No there was a chief in our village, and (I) even (went) to (the) commissioner...When 

the law decided that, my husband did not agree.  Female key informant C. 

For the woman, a further constraint to divorce is that they will lose contact with their children 

who belong to the husband. These children will then be raised by a co-wife who may favour 

her own children (3.4). Reduced access to child healthcare means that parental supervision 

of children’s health is important in The Gambia because of malaria10 (WHO). So, in the case 

of one woman who divorced, “All of the children were here but two of them have died and 

only one remains” AC1W1. 

 The extramarital system 
Through our interviews in the villages that had received Stepping Stones (B and C) what we 

came to realise that in parallel with the patriarchal marital system, there was an extramarital 

system. This had been alluded to in village B when the old men performed a play during the 

Stepping Stones programme. In the play a man goes hunting and sees two deer copulating, 

realising this is a sign that his wife is having an affair he rushes home to find his wife 

inflagrante with her lover, and there is a fight.  

One of the actors had died before our field work, but I had previously asked him to explain 

the play at a training session after the Stepping Stones programme. His said words to the 

effect of  – “in the old days because everyone was in an arranged marriage they would have 

sex for love with other people, who knows perhaps the man who has gone hunting has not 

 

10 In 2003 the under 5 mortality rate was 10%. 



Fieldwork –structural context. 

5—201 

really gone hunting but is having sex with the wife of the man who is having sex with his wife!”. 

A point of difference between villages B and C was that the extramarital system was overtly 

active in village C; nearly all the material below is from there. 

From my involvement in the Stepping Stones programme and through our interviews it was 

clear that transactional sex was common and could be an important source of income for 

women. Transactional sex should not be confused with commercial sex work since these 

relationships are also emotional or pleasurable, “you can get your needs from it, pleasure etc” 

C.FG. Women. As with marital relationships, extramarital sexual relationships also travel with 

financial support. The comments below suggest a spectrum of relationships from ‘one-night 

stands’ to ‘friend with benefits’ type arrangements. 

Trans: So if it happens that he does not give you any money? 

B: That cannot be possible, he must give you some money. 

I: that can be possible, if at all he was your old boyfriend you can understand, but 

somebody you met for only one day it is impossible to understand. C.FG. Women. 

Here one of the translators describes a flirtatious process by which a woman may come to 

the attention, or bring herself to the attention, of a man as a potential lover. Interestingly this 

seems to be through displaying Jola ideals of hospitality, which lead to judgement of the 

woman’s habitus on the binary classification of whether she is a “good or bad woman”. The 

“good woman” is eligible to be girlfriend, hence the qualities she displays to signal the 

possibility of infidelity are also the ideal qualities for being a wife. This is the opposite of the 

Mandinka ideal of a good woman demonstrating sexual probity, whereas for the Jola a person 

is judged by their character. It seems that the Jola ideal of womanhood is universal, and 

excellent performance of the role has erotic potential. The tone is more reminiscent of an 

exchange of gifts than the sale of sex. Perhaps reciprocal would be a better word than 

transactional. 

“See if I'm here as a stranger, and I do not see your eyes, you do not talk to me, you do not 

come to me, you do not give me water, you do not come to ask me how you are; would you 

think that at the end of the day, I'll be following you? I'll first go to the one who is giving 

me, talking to me, giving me what I need. So you know, in our society, being Jola, the 

moment you are in a compound as a stranger, you know who is the good woman and who 
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is the bad woman. You can judge through their actions and activities...and as a stranger 

you are always there to observe, so you can select, this is very simple.  

You know tomorrow when I make out with this lady, because of the way she is sacrificing 

to assist me, to take care of me– when she comes to me, I'll be welcoming her, and give her 

all the support I can. So you see you are doing this in case of tomorrow, not today”. 

Male translator. 

Wives may be forced to mobilise their sexual capital to gain financial support. This could be 

wives competing against each other for the husband’s favour, or by taking boyfriends if their 

husbands do not provide. The husband may not be giving financial support because he is 

squandering it on girlfriends, in which case money is being diverted from the household into 

the extramarital system and back again. 

Except for one account in village A, extramarital sex was only discussed hypothetically in 

villages A and B, and I was given no reason to suspect that these were more than discreet acts 

by individuals, and as such I am unable to comment on the nature, frequency or the 

demographics of those relationships. The exception was from an older wife in village A. The 

question was about the use of arbitration within marriage, but there is a misunderstanding, 

and her response relates to her husband taking other partners. 

MS: Has she ever had to involve other people like relatives? 

Translator: During her marriage? 

MS: During her marriage – to influence her husband. 

A.C2.W1: Yes I have, because in marriages people do come, women are always, then they 

will play for about two days and they go home, on the third day they will do the laundry. 

Trans: Do some people who are not related to you also come? 

A.C2.W1: Yes, they do come. A. KI. Old woman. 

In village C however, I collected volumes of material on extramarital sex, and it became clear 

that their relationships were assortative along loosely interpreted lines of kinship. There were 

many references to relationships with men of the same patronym which was called 

Bukinorab. This conforms to a definition of ‘clan’ albeit one which is broader than the 

functional unit of the extended family which goes back three generations (hank). For me this 

reinforced the idea that I should analyse these relationships as part of the marital system, 
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because they echoed the rules of eligibility for marriage. I found no evidence of relationships 

with non-Jola, and I suspect that since men who did not share a patronym would still be from 

neighbouring villages, it would be easy to find a tenuous connection.  

The villagers also told us about salibo, which are organised visitations by the women of one 

village to another village, for the purpose of procuring transactional relationships. The 

villagers considered this to be more of a problem than bukinorab. There were reciprocal salibo 

relationships between a network of villages. As I analysed the data it occurred to me that 

salibo should be considered part of the ‘cultural system’, a necessary complementarity to 

marriage. The fact that I found no evidence of salibo in the ethnically mixed villages B and C, 

which were closer to the road, suggested that it was a phenomenon of the upland plateau, 

which was more homogenously Jola. As the fieldworker who lived in Village A described it, 

“yes, the difference between [Village A] and [Village C], is simple, because as you rightly said 

[Village C] is one surname, but [Village A] is not like that there are different people that come 

from different places…obviously those people cannot be compared to…a village of an 

extended family” FW1. 

  

Photo: M.Shaw 
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5.4.1 Bukinorab 
In its purist form Bukinorab refers to an entitlement of a brother to have sex with his sister-

in-law, and thus seems to represent in life what levirate represents in death. This conforms 

to the idea that a wife has married a patriarchy rather than an individual man. In practice 

however, Bukinorab relationships extended to the whole patronym group. 

B: As my brother's wife I can make fun with her as how I like to play with her, as we the 

Jolas have a belief that your brother's wife is your wife too... 

S: Yes...you can have sexual intercourse with her by stealing, but always in a secret way of 

doing it…it means if your brother is away you can contact the wife to have sex, that's what 

the Jolas means by bukinorab.  C.FG. Young men. 

There could be a practical advantage in bukinorab to get around male infertility: “you will take 

your brother’s wife as your lover – without your brother knowing...You see...if the lady has a 

problem she will tell you to help her” and “If the wife does not love the husband, this Akinorreh 

[lover] can use his influence to keep the wife in the compound and not go away from the 

husband, by eloping” C.FG.OM. However, there was ambiguity about the practice. There was 

general agreement that bukinorab within a compound posed a threat to family harmony, “in 

the time of our ancestors, it is not acceptable for you to fall in bukinorab with a woman you 

live with in the same compound, if you want that, you have to look for a different compound” 

C.FG.YM. There was a belief known as kijarmark, that a cukolding brother who ate food at the 

seven day celebration for his brothers baby would become sick (perhaps inferring that the 

baby was his), while friction could deprive a man of support from his brothers when it is 

needed, “if…you the younger have a problem like an injury, your elder brother will not 

visit…That's why some Jolas say, is not good to fall in bukinorab with your elder brother’s wife” 

C.FG.YM. 

The financial benefit was still important for the women, “the reason [women] do bukinorab 

is, if you have a problem, that person will be in a position to help you, because you know the 

men of today never help their wives” YC.FG.W. However, the ease with which woman 

describes arranging an assignation with a “bukinorab partner” at short notice, suggests that 

these relationships were recurrent, implying friendship. This would indicate more emotional 

attachment than in salibo but less than in ekai. The women admitted that they used travel to, 
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say the health clinic, as cover for assignations11, which may account for husbands’ demand 

that wives secure their permission to travel. 

5.4.2 Salibo 
Salibo is a Mandinka word for ‘charity’. The Jola equivalent is Kulawayk which means “ask for 

help”. It is usually applied to a specific festival when children go round the compounds in a 

community asking for money or sweets. For the Jola, salibo can refer to a quest for patronage 

by kurimen for a celebration in their home village. They try to identify a patron “who may give 

them money or a cow or bull and they will go back with it to their village to do their 

programme…in Jola the word means...“donations”   

In this context however, salibo is applied to a formalised system in which many of the women 

of a village would go en masse to a neighbouring village to have sex with the men there, with 

the knowledge of their husbands “If they want to allow it…they tell you, if they do not they 

will tell you” C.FG.OM. 

S: If they go, those women are shared to different men and boys...When the night is full the 

men and boys of the village will go back to the women...and one by one they will pick one 

who is suitable for him to have sex with for that particular night.  C.FG. Young men. 

The need to raise money for festivals such as ‘futampaf’ was a common motivator for the 

women, i.e. the aunts will share responsibility for festivals with the wives in their natal village. 

Like ekai, salibo was seen as a cultural activity that has been common in the past, “It is said in 

the days of our fore fathers it is not a problem in their culture”, C.FG.YM. Historically the wives 

of the ‘visited’ had no right to object, “in those days your wife has no right to refuse the 

husband in such things, and reject those woman who came to share your husband for salibo” 

C.FG.OM. In the present however, the wife had some influence “if it happens that the wife 

does not agree for the husband … to spend the night with the stranger, it will not happen” 

C.FG.YM, leading some men to conceal their involvement, “They will not let their wife know 

anything about it, they go when their wife is asleep” C.FG.OM. However, this was not always 

the case and some wives were quite traditional about this. Note the use of the word respect: 

 

11 “For example, X are (same patronym, so) we can be bukinorab with them. Maybe one day you may ask 
permission to go to (regional) clinic, you can go and spend the night at X with your bukinorab partner, but your 
husband will not know that you have gone to somewhere different” Women’s FG C. 
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N: There are some woman too, whenever she comes to know that the husband is going to 

have someone to share the night, she will move from the house, to give chance to the 

woman to spend the night with the husband. This kind of thing is happening since the time 

of our forefathers, but it also goes with this understanding between the husband and the 

wife, that too depends on the wife. If she respects the husband, and accepts the husband’s 

service and to agree to his demands. C.FG. Boys. 

Salibo outings seemed to be comparatively rare, perhaps because they were linked to raising 

money for festivals which were less than annual. The young women said they had made one 

outing and the men had received three, while the old men said the women had made three 

salibo trips. “They went to W and X. The W people did not allow them so they went to Y and 

Z, they got a cow from Z” C.FG.OM. While salibo is not necessarily patronymic, the women 

seemed to have selected a village that was patronymic to make it more acceptable. 

Trans: Do you visit only [same patronym] or did [same patronym] only visit you for salibo? 

I: X are [same patronym], they are our husbands, that is why we went there…[village C] is 

[same patronym], X and C are the same...A village called Y has come for salibo…. 

S: Y ...are [different patronym]…any other surname can come for salibo.   

C.FG. Young women. 

 Discussion 
Bourdieu’s forms of capital 

If we apply Bourdieu’s ToP (Bourdieu 1986), we see that the marital system is held together 

by social capital obligations between clans. The conclusion that this is primarily maintained 

through daughter exchange is supported by the fact that the worst sanctions are applied for 

non-compliance with arranged marriage, which could disrupt capital transfer and diminish the 

reputation/social capital of the hank.  

Women serve to accumulate capital for the patriarchy, as they and their children farm food 

for subsistence, with transubstantiates to economic capital for their husband. They also 

provide necessary domestic labour which, although not valued in rural areas, 

transubstantiates to economic capital when the domestic labour of a junior wife liberates a 

senior wife for farming.  
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Daughters can be exchanged within the marriage group to help secure future brides for their 

brothers, and the affiliation and obligation placed on the receiving family represents an 

investment in social capital that can be called on by the patriarchal family if needed (including 

uterine rights for sons who marry their sister’s sisters-in-law). Their cultural capital also 

transubstantiates to social capital, when, as ambassadors, their behaviour and conduct 

enhances the family reputation as worthy bride-givers. 

Green adds sexual capital to Bourdieu’s schema (Green 2008), and it seems appropriate to 

use it here in relation to transactional sex. Sexual capital is only one component of 

transactional sex in that there is also romance and pleasure. However, economic capital is 

required for men to procure an extramarital relationship (sexual capital alone is not 

sufficient)12, allowing women to transubstantiate their sexual capital to economic (and social) 

capital. This social capital belongs to the women and not their families and can be mobilised 

when they have financial needs. Some of the economic capital will be returned to the 

patriarchy to make up for shortfalls in financial support by their husbands, and some they 

keep for themselves. It is not hard to see that there is a power imbalance here. Even a 

superficial reading shows that women have difficulty accessing their human rights, but for 

Bourdieu capital is power, and this sketch shows how capital is concentrated on the 

patriarchs. I analysed transactional sex as a culturally sanctioned, predictable, and necessary 

part of the marital system, however the fact that women control the process, diverting money 

from the patriarchy and keeping it, distinguishes it from all the other capital flows outlined 

above. From this perspective women’s accumulation of capital through transactional 

relationships is potentially subversive to the patriarchal system.  

 Conclusion 
My data appears to support Linare’s view (3.3) that Mandingisation has reduced women’s 

power. Their access to spiritual power as shrine guardians was reduced, and they have 

become less equal in terms of economic production. Our data suggests that this change in 

gendered power was also associated with diminished relationship choice between their 

 

12 Men do not gain economic and social capital in extramarital relationships, because although a wife may turn to 
her lover in times of hardship, the reverse is unlikely. 
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grandmother’s generation and their own, arranged marriage being a feature of 

Mandingisation. In ‘deep’ 19th century Jola culture women has slightly more choice because 

of the possibility of postmarital ekai. This is not to suggest that there was ever a time of 

gender equality, merely that there had been a shift in the balance of power.  

Other forms of extramarital relationships such as strategic ekai, bukinorab, and salibo 

spanned the period of Mandingisation and continued into the present. Effectively, with a little 

planning, it was probably possible for man and woman to have a consenting relationship. 

Non-consenting relations seemed restricted to marriage. Therefore, when we combine the 

marital system with the extra marital system, we have polygyny plus polyandry, which was 

often quite open and accepted by all the individuals involved. The interweaving social bonds 

caused by these polyamorous relationships may account for the strong sense of social 

cohesion amongst the Jola. This seems to emphasise that marriage is indeed an ‘institution’. 

Although good relationships between husbands and wives were clearly desired, this was not 

the main purpose of marriage, as demonstrated by the customary suspension of the 

prohibition on marital infidelity at religious ceremonies. The institution of marriage had a 

political function which was primarily to reproduce the social system. At times there seemed 

a complete separation of purpose between the marital and extramarital system, between 

interviewees’ role as a spouse, and their quest for emotional satisfaction. However, this 

freedom was reduced by Mandingisation. 

Their relative legitimacy led me to think of them as part of (and strengthening) the marital 

system. I concluded that they were tolerated because they offered alternative relationships 

to people in loveless arranged marriages. The effect of which might make brides less likely to 

oppose arranged marriage in the first place. 

For the patriarchal system to continue, women must co-operate (and if necessary be coerced) 

to comply with arranged marriage. Young men must also comply with arranged marriage (at 

a lesser cost to themselves) and accept their role in continuing the system as their 

father/uncles’ replacements. In the next chapter I continue to use Bourdieu to explore how 

parenting induces a habitus that supports the institution of marriage, but also note Bourdieu’s 

limitations in explaining how individuals perpetrate acts of domination and resistance. 
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 The cultural system 

Figure 32: Naming ceremony for a new born. 
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 Introduction 
To maintain the dense social obligations on which the Jola patriarchy was based there was a 

strong cultural focus on “training” children to take their place in society and to know how to 

be part of this social world. These ideals were transmitted to children in a systematic, and at 

times coercive way, and was heavily reinforced at initiation – the rite of passage into 

adulthood. This occurred roughly between 6 and 12 for girls, and between 12 and 18 for boys. 

From a ‘Western’ perspective there was a paradox that discipline in childhood was used to 

inculcate a habitus of kindness, hospitality, integrity, generosity, and co-operation, in 

adulthood.  

Bourdieu’s ToP worked well as an explanatory model of this system of training, and there 

were many examples of successfully embodied habitus, but it could not explain deviance.  

 Childhood 
“As if femininity were measured by the art of 'shrinking'...women are held in a kind of invisible 

enclosure (of which the veil is only the visible manifestation) circumscribing the space allowed 

for the movements and postures of their bodies (whereas men occupy more space, especially in 

public places). This symbolic confinement is secured practically by their clothing which (as was 

even more visible in former times) has the effect not only of masking the body but of 

continuously calling it to order” (Bourdieu 1998). 

My data suggested that the Jola shared the values of respect, endurance, and secrecy1 with 

the Mandinka, because the Jola had faithfully copied the nyaakaa buro (girl’s initiation). There 

are, however, significant differences between Jola and Mandinka culture which were a source 

of pride for our respondents. These differences are around community cohesion and 

collectivism associated with the traditional pre-Islamic society. Parenting in Jola translated as 

“training”. Fathers are ‘responsible’ for training boys, and mothers for training girls, into 

assigned gender roles. Girls were trained for domestic labour “first of all what we need to 

 

1 Horomo, Sabati, Sutoro (Mandinka). 
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train our...girls, on how to cook, wash, sweep and other domestic work, and…how to respect 

elders” C.FG. Women2. 

Discipline, respect, and obedience were themes that came up in the discussion of arranged 

marriage. The words “training”, “stubborn”, “know how to stay with people”, “respect elders”, 

and “bear” were used repetitively in discussions of parenting and marriage. “Respect elders” 

is the equivalent of horomo (respect), and “bear” is the equivalent of sabati (endurance). It 

also seemed important that Jola people should be hard working; “during my childhood I was 

trained how to respect elders, about Islam, to work and to be obedient” A.C1.H (male). In line 

with ‘it takes a village to raise a child’, training was a collective responsibility, and still is during 

the initiation. Note the word discipline below. 

B: Before, people do not want to see a child different, they normally love to think in 

togetherness. People see a child as belonging to everybody in the community, and before 

people shared the responsibility to look after one’s child and to maintain discipline within 

the society and among the children.  C.FG. Young men. 

Some respondents said they would punish children for showing inappropriate masculinity or 

femininity, or even attack other adults who suggested their children were gender 

inappropriate “if you see your child doing boys thing or girl thing you should ask him or her to 

stop. If not they (the community) will term you as a criminal, which is a bad name in the 

society” C.FG. Women. The fact that this was only ever a hypothetical situation suggested to 

me the power of training in creating gender identity3. The word ‘stubborn’ is frequently used 

to describe independent, autonomous, or spirited resistance by a child, and is the antithesis 

of training. If training induces fear, stubborn equates to a lack of fear and shame, “They are 

somebody who has no shame and does whatever they want…somebody who is not afraid to 

do something” A.FG. Old men. Shame has been defined as a fear of (or perceived vulnerability 

to) disconnection from society (Brown 2006). 

 

2 For example, pounding millet in a mortar is a female task, and for a man to even sit on an upturned mortar (using 
it as a stool) is said to make him sterile.  
3 Skramstad also documented the rigorous imposition of gender roles from birth, facilitated by girl babies having 
their ears pierced to enable identification (Skramstad 2008). 



Fieldwork – cultural context 

6—213 

The purpose of training seemed to be to teach children how to “stay with people”, principally 

by showing respect to elders. This is critically important because the society runs on the basis 

of mutual reciprocity. As a translator described it, “If I am good to you today then tomorrow 

there is an obligation, not a right, but an obligation that I will have to pay back to you. So this 

is why our society is very clean, with us the Jola, – now and even before”. While a reciprocal 

relationship is maintained, support is unconditional. 

Trans: With the Jola I am liking one thing, even other societies they are talking about us, 

you see even a stranger when he comes to me, I'll have to give him all – everything, even 

my bed. I'll just sleep on the ground, he'll just sleep on top of my bed, I will never sleep on 

my bed when a stranger is sleeping on the ground – Never! In other ethnic groups it's 

hardly you get that;. and they will give you water to bath, they will give you everything 

until your day of going, and if you do anything to offend the stranger that will make them 

very angry. Even when I was a child if I did anything to annoy a stranger, my father used to 

beat me! to train me that I should not do that. You should not make a stranger annoyed, 

what about tomorrow you may travel to somewhere else, so whatever bad thing you do to 

a stranger, whenever you go out that is what you are going to face. 

MS: And that's the formal way of saying farewell as well isn’t it, "I hope no one in my 

compound has offended you, if they have forgive them”.  C. Field Diary. 

Respect for elders was shown through etiquette but also implied obedience to their 

commands. Showing proper respect was seen as necessary to protect the child from feeling 

ashamed and bringing shame on their parents: “I will train her so that anywhere she goes she 

can stay with people...so that anywhere she stays they will not insult her parents but instead 

they will say that her mother has trained her [well]” A.FG. Women. I interpreted the problem 

of poor training as low cultural capital, that could threaten the families’ social capital, by 

damaging their relationship or reputation with other families.  

“Staying” had a generic meaning for any occasion when someone would need to stay in 

another compound, however for women in a patrilocal society the most significant “stay” is 

marriage, and for girls and boys training and initiation seem to have successful marriage as a 

goal. In their interpretation of Islam, correct behaviour by the children will bring blessings for 
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the parents (praises). Part of the role of ‘leading a wife and children’ is for the husband to 

continue the training of wives that was started by their parents, or on behalf of the parents4.  

J: If he is not trained...If he gets a wife he cannot stay with that wife. He may go on doing 

these bad things. If he gets a wife who, like him, is also not trained they will always be in 

problems…Do you think that child praised his parents? You have to train him to know that 

tomorrow he is going to be a head of a family who is going to get a wife and children and 

lead them.  Women’s FG village A. 

It is also important that children are hardworking. The opposite – laziness – is associated with 

stealing (because they do not farm), and substance abuse5. Note the word ‘habits’ below. 

[if] he is going to stay, he is going to lead a family and you will have the pain if you will be 

under his responsibility, you have to train him about work – let him not be somebody who 

is lazy…if he is going to school, you have to train him for cultural work as well; if you have 

clearing to do ask him to go do that, ask him to plough, do this, do that. If he is used to 

work tomorrow, he would not be someone who would not like to work...But, if he was not 

trained for any work other than his papers that he works on, tomorrow he may not pick a 

job and he may be stealing people’s properties just because he wants to get something. 

You should be trained in a good habits, first of all you have to train the person on our 

Islamic religion, because that is how they will beautify themselves...so that they would not 

be like others like smoking cannabis, drinking alcohol.  A.FG. Women. 

If a child refused to listen to reasoning, corporal punishment (usually a few smacks with a 

small stick) was ubiquitous at home and at school. However, I collected stories of much 

stricter discipline, and more extreme violence, in the past.  

Unlike the Mandinka, Jola women are traditionally allowed to travel independently as seen in 

the Navetine (3.3.2). However, permission is still required from the husband. The movements 

of girls and wives are restricted by husbands and fathers to control their sexuality, in the case 

 

4 Also see the quote from BC6H in 6.4. 
5 Stealing is a great social wrong in the Gambia, and if a thief is caught, they may be lynched by the mob. 
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of girls to maintain their virginity and for wives to prevent infidelity. This older woman 

describes her father’s response to her leaving the compound: 

B.F4: My father beat me very much, my mother did beat me but it was very rare... 

MS: How long did he do it for, for what reasons? 

B.F4: Going into the village. 

MS: What did he use to beat her, was it a stick, did he beat for long time? 

B.F4: With a belt, for a long time.  Women key informant B. 

This woman was in a gives a clear description of how this discipline became embodied in her 

habitus. 

A.C2.W2: During my childhood I was calm, I was under control so much that I did not go 

anywhere because my father was very stressed, and he would not allow me to go out of 

the compound. If you see me then you will know that we are having a naming ceremony, or 

I am sent to the shop to go and buy something, and now (I’m) used to it; even now I do not 

go out from the garden, (or) cooking, and I even offer to cook on my day of rest… 

MS: why did her father control her? 

F: Because he thinks that I may follow the boys.  Female KI A.   

Photo: M.Shaw 
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 Initiation 

Trigger warning: Some readers may find this section distressing. 

Training was intensified by circumcision6 and initiation which I discussed in 3.5. Together they 

form the rite of passage into adulthood. Men have no decision-making power or involvement 

in female circumcision and initiation (Nyaakaa Buro), but the sheer scale of male initiation 

celebrations (futampaf) means that women are, however, heavily involved in preparations 

and fund raising for both. The events inside the circumcision bush can only be shared with 

the initiated. We have seen that violence can be used throughout training to instil key 

messages, and violence (not least genital mutilation) is incorporated in these rituals. The age 

at which boys and girls may be circumcised and initiated is quite variable. I felt that age at 

initiation had a huge impact on the informants’ resilience to their experience, and how deeply 

they internalised the training that went with it. Seven to ten seemed a standard age for 

circumcision, and these children seemed the most affected. I felt the memory was traumatic 

for three out of four of the informants because there was a lot of hesitation and repetition, 

some of which I have removed from the transcript. I interviewed a woman who was from a 

Catholic family in the southern Casamance who did not practice circumcision, but as a four-

year-old she insisted on following her neighbouring children to Nyakaa Buroo, and as a result 

was circumcised herself. Mercifully she had no memory of it, but unfortunately once she was 

circumcised her family felt obliged to circumcise her sisters. It was also not uncommon for 

extended family to take children to be circumcised, sometimes without the parents’ 

knowledge. Attitudes were changing amongst the educated, which included our key 

informants on initiation. None of them would submit their own children to FGM, and boys 

 

6 Information on genital mutilation was one of the things that we placed in the Stepping Stones manual on 
principal even though it was never part of the villagers’ agenda, the villagers simply did not identify it as a problem. 
We went much much further than the usual ‘outlining the negative health effects of the practice’ and provided 
sex education aswell. This was considered the most challenging exercise by the facilitators, using ‘body mapping’ 
participants drew sexual ‘turn-ons’ and ‘turn-offs’ on an outline of a person, which lead to discussion and sharing 
about the act of sex, and ultimately, orgasms and the role of the clitoris. For the participants to discuss sex in this 
way required a lot of trust and confidence between themselves and the facilitators as it broke several taboos. The 
participants really appreciated the exercise, but it never led to FGM being overtly questioned, or to villagers 
bringing forward suggestions of a change in practice to the final meeting.  
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would be circumcised as a medical procedure. Here is the man who described male initiation 

as a “system of cruelty” (6.3.2). 

X: Circumcising children locally like that I do not accept, and even my own kids will not go 

on the circumcision. Even in my absence, if somebody has to do that to my kids they will be 

in big trouble – I do not like it. 

MS: But then when it is done – would you still make big trouble? 

X: Yes! because I do not want you to do this, so why did you do this to my children? you 

must have to explain. 

MS: And when they apologise, what will you do then? 

X: I will not accept their apology! Male key informant 2. 

One of the fieldworkers I interviewed was a qualified nurse took a different approach. Her 

daughters wanted to be circumcised, so she arranged that the nyasimba would just prick the 

clitoris with a needle, so her daughters thought they had been circumcised, but no mutilation 

occurred. 

6.3.1 Girls 
I was able to collect two accounts of female circumcision, from informants who since they 

were against FGM did not mind divulging the secrets of initiation. I include their descriptions 

of the process here because I think it is important in understanding the psychological effects 

on the initiates. Girls as young as 6 are circumcised and they are tricked into going to the bush 

by their mothers by being told “they are going to eat bananas”. They are then hooded, held 

down and circumcised by excision of the clitoris and clitoral hood7. This informant resisted. 

By then I was young. You know how they did it?…Early in the morning my aunt came…the 

same mother and father as my father. She came in the morning and said ‘X today you are 

going to the bush', 'over there?' I said 'for what?', she said 'there is a field of bananas, 

'today you are going to eat bananas'. I said 'Ohh! I must go there' so she brought a bucket 

 

7 From clinical practice I know that the clitoridectomy was often partial, presumably because of the circumstances 
in which it was done. 
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and said take this and go. So I said, OK, I was happy, I said “father bye bye I'm going to eat 

banana, I will bring some of it for you”. 

Before I reach there they took a blanket, tied my eyes you see, I was shouting before I 

realise they have did what they supposed to do.  

MS: Er…so it was very quick? 

Very quick, I was crying insulting their mother, insulting them, I said if I know this is what 

you did to me, you said this, that I'm going to eat bananas, but…you are coming to do a 

miserable thing to me. It was a bad day for me really. I was crying the whole day. By then I 

was very close to my father, I said let them call my father, but you know men do not go 

there, it's not allowed. 

So they took me to my aunt's place. There I was, I was never comfortable. This is what they 

do, they will come and they will say 'we are going to eat bananas there, let's go', if you go, 

before you are aware you meet them howling like — monkeys!  Female key informant 1. 

This informant was circumcised in 1987 at the age of 10. 

So when we get into the bush they have a very, very, very thick bush, thick forest. It's just 

like a forest, just a small one, it's a round one, but it's a big, big. big, big forest.  

So, I think, we were taken there in the morning, so when we get there, they ask us all to lie 

down on the ground, and when we are already lying down, our faces were down, so we 

were not allowed even to look, so they tie, we were given wrappers to wrap our 

heads...nobody is allowed to take off the wrapper that has been wrapped on your head, 

never look around to know what is happening, so when they do that we were delighted, all 

of us just see someone around you, they just lift you up like that and take you to the 

circumciser... 

You cannot see — you cannot see what is there — you just feel the pain, and I thought that 

they had burnt something to me, but you will not know what is there. You do not even see 

the circumciser; you will know the person, that this person is the community circumciser, 

but the very day that you are to be circumcised you will not see her…Then I was just lying 

down and a woman came and pulled me up, putting me on her back, and she was running, 

running, running. I could tell there were women behind me, clapping, shouting. You know I 

was sceptical and scared, I do not know what is going on, they did not tell me anything. So 

the woman take me. She took me to the centre. I did not see the circumciser I just feel the 
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pain like that until she circumcises and complete everything, that is the time they take me 

out and they perform another thing to the next person near to me. 

MS: Err — so what was your reaction? — were you cursing them? — or? 

No I did not, because that time I was young, I was a little girl. I could not do anything; I 

could not react. I was just looking at them like that — During that time I was powerless, I 

was in their hands — was just feeling the pain like that, but I could not do anything. 

Female KI 2. 

After the circumcision the girls receive training for 3 weeks8, during which time they are 

nursed and do not wash as a hygiene measure, in the past the girls would sleep in the bush. 

The training seemed to repeat the same messages that are given to children outside of the 

bush – to respect elders and to maintain their reputation as a virgIn the latter case this is not 

simply by avoiding sex but also through dress and decorum. As in the Wolof/Mandinka 

community this is the binary opposite of being “prostitute-like” (3.5.1), literally a virgin-harlot 

dichotomy. In this context, I suspect “Jujus” refer to love potions/jujus. 

[They], teach you how to approach elderly people, how to stick with people, jujus that you 

should use, you should not use foul words, you should obey your elders, respect 

people...and also…this moral dressing is...very important, you should not be putting in 

things that are immoral...maintain your virginity, unless you are given to your 

husband...your...husband...will know whether you are a virgin or not...that is the first day 

that this schooling will count. KI 2. 

The ‘maintain virginity’ message was figuratively (and literally) embodied in this woman’s 

habitus. This informant developed a habitus focused intensely on maintaining her virginity, 

“even the time we used to have our party, even if a boy come to call you, you will say “no, not 

for me”. You just have the idea at the back of your mind that this boy is calling me for this, 

even if he is not calling you for this so let me not go...this is the concept that you have in mind 

...this is why we were used to that life”. Her habitus seemed obsessive compared with other 

respondents, she severely restricted her social life as a teenager so that her morality would 

not be questioned; and became scared of sex to the point where her failure to consummate 

 

8 Another informant who was circumcised at the coast in 1956 was kept in the bush for a month. 
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her marriage for many months became a family problem. When finally she succeeded, she 

insisted that the traditional ‘white pagne’ virginity test be revived for the occasion. That the 

need for the test came from her internal motivation is suggested by the way she reports her 

father’s response to her passing the test: “I would hardly have expected this from someone of 

your generation”.  

From the parents’ perspective preventing premarital pregnancy was important, “if you allow 

them to be going out without advising them they may get unwanted pregnancy” Young 

woman’s C.FG. There are many reasons why this could be disadvantageous to the girl, but the 

obvious one to me is that it will interfere with her marriage prospects by branding her as 

potentially unfaithful, and because she will not be able to take the child to her husband’s 

home. In her description this key informant emphasised the loss of a husband’s trust if she 

destroys her identity as an ‘ideal woman’, implying a relationship of power in which she may 

be required to justify her behaviour: “to maintain your virginity…it is the most important thing 

or you will destroy yourself…your husband will…never respect you until the end of your 

life...even if you…have a small misunderstanding he will start to say, "you were playing before, 

you were not a virgin when you got married to me” Female KI 2. 

If this is the case then the ideal woman must be completely obedient to the requirements of 

her husband and show this by being unswerving in her pursuit of the ideal, only then can she 

be beyond question. Such behaviour may also bring status and distinction by comparison with 

other women. 

My other informant does not mention maintaining virginity but speaks of the ‘respect for 

elders’ with which “training” seems to be preoccupied. The songs which are widely known in 

Mandinka and Jola but cannot be sung in the presence of the sulamanya (uncircumcised), 

were said to be similar to nursery rhymes, “Some have no meaning, but some have meaning, 

for example [sings in Mandinka], if I the circumcised person am talking against the elders that 

is not good” KI 1. Training was delivered collectively by the nyasimba, women and leaders of 

the kabilo, and sometimes her mother, but the nyasimba was in charge. 

Perhaps because they have experienced the violence of the mutilation, corporal punishment 

was rarely required during initiation and might be a couple of smacks with a small stick, 
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however discipline was still required: “If they beat you, if you cry they bring a basin and say 

you will cry until your tears have to fill up the basin. So you will be afraid to cry”. The day-long 

sitting or singing is also physically demanding. Circumcisions can vary however, and 

Skramstad’s accounts of Mandinka initiation recounts incidents of gratuitous violence9 as did 

one of the male informants.  

6.3.2 Boys 
As with female initiation, I knew two key informants who spoke English and who were willing 

to discuss futampaf with me. Although there was an understanding that there were 

somethings they might not be able to share, they led me to believe that they could give me a 

comprehensive understanding by talking in generalities.  

Because Futampaf is relatively infrequent, boys may have been circumcised years before 

initiation, however if this has not happened, they will be circumcised at the same time. Unlike 

girls, there are several tests for the boys, which are used as a threat to maintain good 

behaviour prior to initiation. Before entering the circumcision bush each boy and his parents 

undergo a divination. A chicken is sacrificed and the way it dies and its entrails, divine the 

boy’s spiritual purity. Boys can die during the circumcision rite and this is attributed to their 

state of virtue and attack by the supernatural, so the divination is an anxious moment for 

parents. Boys who stumble and fall at the entrance to the circumcision bush are said to have 

had sex before marriage, for which they may be beaten. 

Regardless of the outcome of the divination the boys spend two to three weeks in the bush 

being taught by their elders. They are kept naked which prevents escape. As with the girls, 

initiation functions like a community school. The syllabus is open and the senior men in the 

community come and teach whatever they feel they can share effectively, it is here where 

the patriarchal system is reproduced but the content will be different between communities 

and change generation by generation, as the opinions of the patriarchs change. The initiated 

may be called on to teach at the second ceremony following their own, which suggests they 

 

9 Such as putting oil in the girls eyes and forcing them to lie in the sun, or masks walking across their outstretched 
legs. 
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will be in their 50s. The senior men of one of the village’s founding families will have the 

hereditary role of co-ordinating the teaching. As with the girls the key messages of respect 

for elders is emphasised, but there is also practical training on how to be a husband. Although 

this respondent seems to allude to sex education, I do not believe this is generally included, 

as we asked several respondents in our other interviews about this, and there was a 

consensus that neither men nor women receive this at any time: “there was nothing like 

teaching how it is done until the day I got married” B.C6.H. To discuss such things is considered 

disrespectful. 

They will tell you when you are in the bush...how you will start with your wife, how you are 

going to live with your wife. All those things they will be teaching you...of taking care of 

your wife, before, coming to the process…in the process…and after the process. Why make 

you to become a man, and what makes you to become a man, and why as a man you're 

going to marry; – and after marriage how are you going to stay with your wife, how are 

you going to take care of your family. All of those things are in. Male KI 1. 

In the same way that “it takes a village to raise a child” with training, the young men of the 

village are perceived as belonging to the community, who may therefore act to correct 

children who are ill disciplined. 

Some will come on the side of discipline, they will do anything against you, and you will not 

say anything and you have to accept it. They can treat you any way they like, just to make 

you come to be very disciplined. So if you are stubborn at home, or maybe you are a thief, 

when you go to the bush – those old men will just take their revenge, to treat you up to the 

point that you have to apologise, and tell them “if I am out I will never do it anymore”. Ha! 

so you see – there are so many things there! discipline wise, manhood wise…so you 

see...some parents are very useless because they do not educate their children, their 

daughters…if you do this you may find it very difficult staying with the people, behave this, 

talk this, do not sit this way, eat this way, do this – huh? They do not educate them into 

responsibilities. So some are loose [promiscuous]. But you see in the bush you will not get 

that chance because you will not see your mum or maybe your dad, so you will be in the 

house of other people. So where are your mum and dad who maybe anytime someone 
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touched you, they just run after them…why did you talk to my child? why did you take my 

child? why did you hit my child? so this is very good. Male KI 1. 

Violence seemed to be a ubiquitous tool to inducing discipline, Skramstad believed it was 

used to cultivate “endurance” (bearing) (Skramstad 1993). This informant was initiated at the 

coast in 1976 at the age of 8, and seemed to have been quite traumatised: 

They will beat you, probably there might be someone who ever sent you before and you 

refused, he will tell you – now yesterday I sent you and you refused – but today will you 

refuse? and if the answer is no – he has to beat; and that teaches you that if I am sent by 

an elder person I should not refuse. Then you change… 

MS: My sense is that the basic training is the same as you get from your parents. 

Yes but with discipline from your parents you might not be beaten all the time…. But with 

circumcision there is beating, almost every day. Male key informant 2. 

The usual implement used for beating is a switch, and boys may be required to ‘run the 

gauntlet’ naked, any part of the body may be struck, and blood may be drawn. 

They do that to control your temper. Someone might just come and beat you, without you 

doing anything to him, but if they see that you are very much annoyed with that – they will 

still beat you. So whether you like it or not you should show them that ‘I'm happy about the 

beatings’ to make them stop, because that is the only way to chain your anger. Without 

that they will realise that you are going to be somebody who is very much at risk. This is 

why some people are beaten at circumcision, it's not that they committed something that 

needs to be beaten – no; but people have to beat them for the sake of beating. It is a 

system of cruelty anyway… 

Like you are on circumcision in the bush and I just see a monkey up there. If I mistakenly 

say "oh there's a monkey", they will ask me to go and get the monkey. Practically that is 

not possible, I cannot get that monkey out, so they will beat me for that. So if you see 

something, anything, you see you will not say. It's ‘see, hear, say nothing’. 

Male key informant 2. 

He felt this was because keeping secrets and not gossiping is an essential requirement of 

village life, “to know all is good, and to disclose all is not good”. This echoes the girls’ initiation 
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song. It also resonates with the Mandinka principles of endurance (bearing), in this case 

bearing pain, and to be discrete/secretive (suturo). 

In his circumcision there was nothing about marriage, the teaching was all about how a man 

should relate to the community and the different demographic groups within it, and I 

wondered whether it was obedience to the patriarchy that mattered. As with the girls’ 

teaching was through the learning of songs, but unlike the girls they were in Jola not 

Mandinka, supporting a longer history for futampaf in the Jola tradition.  

Mandinka celebrate boys’ initiation but the huge festival of futampaf only exists in the Jola 

tradition. This festival plays a much wider role for the community than the initiation of boys 

(I attended one prior to this study). They are huge clan gatherings. The spirits of the ancestors 

are considered to be in attendance, and many people claim to hear their voices singing the 

family song during the procession to the bush. The procession may take all day to arrive, 

libations are made to spirit trees and each family will march in turn singing their family song. 

The men of the family lead with much masculine posturing demonstrating their supernatural 

strength by cutting or burning themselves, with no apparent injury. Their displays are 

militaristic in that they carry cutlasses, and others will discharge homemade muskets and 

canon, “MS: How does a real man behave in “futampaf”? T.C4.H: He will dance and produce 

styles that his fellow men cannot do”. Many people also believe that free love is sanctioned, 

and marital relationships have no meaning during the festivities. 

I discussed manhood with an elderly respondent. For him it was unequivocal that the men 

who are most respected are those who are feared to have supernatural abilities, which were 

associated with being a warrior or hunter (the equivalent of the warrior in times of peace). 

He should aim to be better than other men but not abuse his power.  

T.C4.H: The real man will get the most respect, because they fear him, they have to give 

him the respect so that he would not do something hard to them...A real man, if somebody 

troubles him (usually it is not only once), then he has to respond to you, if you insult him he 

will think, – if he knows that he can beat you, he will forgive you and he will tell you “stop, 

violence has no use”...If he has to bear, he has to call people and ask them to talk to the 
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person to stop provoking him...A real man – if he gets trouble will never want any of his 

relatives involved… 

MS: Is there anything a real man should not be doing? 

T.C4.H: Yes he should not trouble people, because if you trouble people, you will see that 

you are selling your power and the man should know that to be a real man is a gift from 

Allah. 

Husband interview. 

This reminded me of the account of the initiation where random beatings were used for 

“chaining of anger”, the equivalent of “bearing”. Amongst other things, Futampaf displays 

afford men a chance to establish their social position without violence, which would be a 

destabilizing influence on social capital. Nevertheless, their power is in part derived from their 

potential use of violence. This is further discussed in the next section. 

 Marriage 
As used to be the case in European society, there have been a few indications that the 

relationship between husband-and-wife echoes that between father-and-child. The word 

“train” was applied to both wives and children, suggesting an equivalence between them. 

This can of course be literally true as, in the past, the standard age of brides was 15, while 

husbands were older. This parental quality to married life is reflected in the fact that girls are 

taught in their initiation that they should call their husbands “uncle”, while boys are taught 

how to ‘manage’ their wives. Therefore ‘training’ is a continual process for women, starting 

in childhood, passing through initiation and arranged marriage and then continuing within 

marriage, only ceasing when they become a widow, and it is interesting to consider whether 

the normalisation of violence in training contributes to IPV. This older and experienced ex-

Stepping Stones facilitator seemed to think so: “But wife beating – to stop it completely will 

be very difficult, it will reduce, but to stop completely will be very difficult. It's an African 

culture of training your wife” FW6. 

The effect of a polygynous system is to create a surplus of single young men. This is because 

older men are more able to pay the bride price and continue to marry more wives as they get 

older, soaking up the supply of eligible girls. This means that the number of unmarried girls is 
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negligible, and a man is unlikely to marry until about the age of 30 (and is classified as a “young 

man” until that point). Since premarital sex is proscribed, the young men are expected to be 

celibate until then. This situation can create tension between old men and young men. Older 

men in their 60s may take fourth wives between 15 and 25. This can cause jealousy because 

the husband may be anxious about their sexual potency, at the same time as they marry a 

younger woman, who may have a love interest amongst the boys of her own peer group.  

According to the Quran, violence towards women is permissible but only as a response to 

disobedience, and as a last resort after advice and withdrawal of conjugal rights10, but this has 

to be balanced against the Jola values of respect and restraint, and the Islamic Hadith of 

“Kindness is a mark of faith, and whoever is not kind has no faith” Muslim (A Sunni Hadith). I 

had the privilege of interviewing a very hard working, harmonious, and caring husband and 

wife in village B (there were in fact two wives). All three parents were dedicated to putting 

their children through school so they could escape the life of the subsistence farmer. The 

second wife considered her husband an exemplary role model, working tirelessly for his 

family, generously donating his food and labour to help others in the village, and interceding 

in conflict. He had never been violent, but I was surprised to hear his philosophy for a 

successful marriage included “beating”. This suggests that belief in violence as a strategy was 

common and should not be used as a judge of character.  

MS: How do the wives organise themselves? 

B.C6.H: There organisation comes from [me], because if you marry two you have to be fair 

to both of them, then you see that there will be no problem between them, and I am fair to 

both...If they have any problem I give advice to both, and if they refuse to take my advice I 

beat both of them (Transcribers note: Should be interpreted as hypothetical)…They do not 

quarrel because I give advice to them not to do so, because every time they start doing 

such you will not know the one you are going to say “stop” [to]. If you talk to the other, her 

 

10 Surah 4:34 “Righteous wives are devout and guard what God would have them guard in the husbands’ absence. 
If you fear high-handedness from your wives, remind them [of the teaching of God], then ignore them when you 
go to bed, then hit them. If they obey you, you have no right to act against them”. This Surah has been subject to 
numerous interpretations. Although undoubtedly codifying an imbalance of power, in the context of the 7th 
century it would probably have served as a mechanism for restraint. This is because it implies a contract which 
would protect the obedient. Sadly, if we consider the global situation in the 21st century, most IPV cannot even 
meet these criteria.  
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partner may think you love the other one more than her, that is why I beat both, so that 

they will not quarrel…I decided to bring this style in to my life because I know both of their 

parents, and I do not want to disgrace them. Husband interview village B. 

To “bear” was used very frequently by wives discussing the trials of marriage, often in the 

context of being married to someone they did not love, and as a habitus it helped ensure the 

continuation of these relationships. Although she didn’t discuss it in her interview, this second 

wife was alleged to be subject to regular IPV from her husband. “I did not want to marry him 

because I did not love him. They forced me to come here…I am now managing and bearing, 

because I give respect to my parents” A.C2.W211. For others it seemed to frame a response to 

dealing with the enforced patrilocal nature of society, A: “if somebody does anything to 

you...you just bear and forget it...you have to bear because you left your father’s home and 

come to somebody else’s”. B: “It is for your tomorrow, so that you can stay with the 

people”…C: “if you do not bear but are aggressive you cannot stay with anyone”. A.FG. 

Women. In Islam good behaviour by a daughter saves her parents torment in the afterlife (see 

p. 6—213). 

The women is the one who came to find blessing for her family, without bearing she cannot 

get what she came to find for her “kabilo”. But there is nothing like only the woman should 

bear…you the man you should not say I am the husband so I do not bear, because she is 

under me. A.FG. Old men. 

Bearing means the display of respect and obedience inculcated through training and 

initiation. As with ‘virginity’ the only way a woman can be “respected” is to conform to the 

ideal. This comes close to obedience. “A woman can win respect when she respects her 

husband, family, parents and relatives, because she has a lot to do to win respect – that is if 

your husband asks you to ‘stop this’ you must stop it, or ‘do this’/ ‘do not do this’; a woman is 

the one who should bear” C.FG. Young women. Within the compound a woman’s status is also 

mitigated by her husband’s position in the patriarchy “To be like us whom, you know, our 

 

11 I interviewed the first wife, then the second wife, and then the husband. This was only the second set of 
interviews that I did and the second wife and not very forthcoming, our thinking was that this was partly because 
we had already interviewed the first wife and she didn’t want to contradict her. 
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husband is the youngest of his brothers, if something happens that you do not like you have 

to bear, or talk small and bear the rest” A.FG. Women. 

 Discussion: habitus, compliance, and violence 
“Only patience and bearing...can make a woman powerful in the compound” A.FG. Women. 

The use of the word ‘training’ by the Jola, suggests that conditioning is applied to children to 

fit them to a role (Archer)12. From birth, this overt and coherent system of training is about 

the continuous cultural conditioning of gender roles, embodying a gendered habitus in those 

trained. It has a long duration, is intensified by initiation, and is backed up by physical violence 

if necessary. This doxic habitus defines successful acts of training and social control as well as 

its dialectical opposite, – non-doxic cultural action. The strength of Bourdieu’s ToP is in 

describing the oppressive/morphostatic effect of socio-cultural conditioning on agency. The 

strength of Archer’s analytical dualism is in describing the motivational effects of 

contradiction13. Freire believed it is possible to recognise the human hand inside the velvet 

glove of symbolic violence and recognise the hegemony for what it is – an ideology14.  

From Bourdieu’s perspective, the cultural system is homologous with the structural system, 

because it supports the dominant group in the social field, doxic practice being the equivalent 

of cultural hegemony. Symbolic violence equates to the indirect application of power to 

misinform, and we can see how respect, endurance and secrecy could facilitate compliance 

with arranged marriage (Table 6-1). 

Table 6-1: Possible implications of traditional virtues for marriage. 

1 Respect: Metaphor for obedience, and compliance with arranged marriage. 
2. Endurance: Requires women not to complain about being in an unhappy marriage. 
3. Secrecy: Prevents a woman disclosing IPV. 

 

 

12 The Kabyle in Algeria studied by Bourdieu at the start of his career also used the word ‘training’. For Bourdieu 
our choices consist of “Regulated liberties (which) are generated through the interaction of the space of positions 
with the space of possibilities specific to a given field” (Bourdieu 2000) 
13 In Annex A I make the case for combining the two in the ‘reflexive habitus’, redefining habitus as the socio-
culturally conditioned self. 
14 “Put your iron fist in a velvet glove” Napoléon Bonaparte. Arthur Lévy, Napoléon intime, 1893 
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6.5.1 Habitus 
In 5.5 I discussed how, according to Bourdieu, cultural capital 15  embodied in a woman’s 

habitus could be transmuted into other forms of capital. Following on from this, we can see 

that the formation of a ‘well-formed habitus’ is an investment by the patriarchal unit which 

increases a daughter’s exchange value. On marriage her ‘cultural capital’ is invested in 

inculcating the habitus of ‘her’ children necessary for cultural reproduction. Sons represent 

economic security, so her cultural capital will be transubstantiated to economic capital in the 

future. Investment in daughters will be transubstantiated to social capital when they are 

exchanged and so on. Viewing daughter exchange as a transfer of cultural capital resonates 

with the perceived importance of habitus in training children to be able to ‘stay’ with others. 

Bourdieu states that pedagogic work (training) is valued by “the degree to which it manages 

to inculcate…the cultural arbitrary it is mandated to reproduce, (and) by the degree to which 

the habitus is transposable, ie capable of generating practices conforming with the principle 

of the inculcated arbitrary in a greater number of different fields” (Bourdieu 1970) p33. But 

how did this affect the women themselves?  

Habitus differentiates women from each other by creating “hierarchies of distinction”, “The 

woman should have respect on all sides if you want to be powerful in the community” A.FG.old 

men. The symbolic violence here is that the only way a woman can secure any power is by 

excelling in the dominated role. Habitus is publicly performed, for example our ‘virginity’ 

informant feels compelled to display sexual probity (6.3.1) even though secretive extramarital 

relationships are tolerated by her society. Habitus requires that the agent not only 

understands the rules of the game but also how to dress, behave, speak, move, and sit (hexis). 

Habitus includes questions of ‘taste’, including disgust. A “well-formed habitus” is defined and 

valorised through classificatory choices such as remaining chaste, which are seen as noble 

rather than vulgar. As we have seen, examples for women might be the virgin/harlot, 

courteous/discourteous, hospitable/inhospitable, obedient/stubborn. Classifications can 

valorise positively or negatively, for example kanyelings invert gender ideals by embracing 

vulgarity, but this only serves to reinforce noble/vulgar distinctions through irony (3.5.2). 

 

15 Also known as symbolic capital. 
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Believing in its intrinsic virtue, women may voluntarily pursue the well-formed habitus. 

Usually an agent with a ‘well-formed habitus’ will have more status than an agent with a less 

well formed one (6.4)16. They therefore have a strong desire to “play the game” (illusio), which 

alters their perceived decisional balance sheet. Our informant who preserved her virginity 

ignored, and later regretted, her father’s entreaties to go on to tertiary education, but instead 

focussed on conforming to the gender ideal. Ironically, tertiary education would probably 

increase her status without diminishing her status as an ideal woman. Therefore, she made 

choices based on the ‘illusio of the game’ but did not make reflexive decisions based on 

opportunity cost. We can compare her story with that of A.C2.W2 (village A) who was reputed 

to be subject to IPV in her marriage, but didn’t discuss this when we interviewed her. She had 

a strict father, who beat her if she left the compound, so that even as an adult she is averse 

to going out (p. 6-215), and felt she felt she had no choice but to stay in her arranged marriage 

(p. 6-227). Rather than expressing illusio, she appeared to have made her choices because she 

felt she had no alternative (and looked to be depressed). 

In a system of daughter exchange, it is relatively easy to construct women as capital and the 

embodiment of habitus as an apt description of training. The cultural arbitrary of respect, 

endurance, and secrecy is legitimated by the local Islamic belief that if the wife is not virtuous 

her parents suffer the fires of hell. This was so frequently mentioned that I viewed it as a doxic 

belief. Thus, cultural capital is homologous with the relations of production, but is 

misrecognised as culture and faith.  

Bourdieu’s theory of practice breaks down when we consider cases where women acted with 

autonomous rather than communicative reflexivity. Historically, women contested 

hegemonic views collectively and individually. As discussed in 3.6, they renovated their 

femininity in ways which were complicit with the hegemonic masculinity, but increased their 

agency, such as by developing their own kankurang mask, adopting nyaakaa buro, kanyeling 

waa, and Bukinorab relationships. They contested the hegemonic masculinity using shrines, 

 

16 Theoretically this cultural capital may allow them to have a greater choice of social positions, however in this 
study, paradoxically, there were practically no alternative positions available to a wife, and the most our informant 
can achieve from her virtue is not to be doubted in her marriage. We can construct her illusio as the regulated 
liberty of her position in the social field integrated into the doxa, and therefore embodied in her habitus. 
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and later by adopting the Navetaine. In each generation there were also individual “lone 

rebelry…or insubordination” (Archer 1995) p292.  

Gender identity is constantly under construction, renovation, and contestation (Connell 

2016b). Connell’s view that ‘hegemonic projects’ are ongoing was supported by the reflexive 

decisions, based on objective assessments of cost benefit in the literature and data. Men 

renovate the emphasised femininity through the legitimation of religion, such as the use of 

masks or Islam. They renovate masculinity through community teaching at the boy’s 

initiation. At the same time, they seemed less encumbered by misrecognition and had a 

different perspective as the dominant corporate agents: “If you the men of the compound 

obey each other the woman cannot be powerful, but if you do not have respect she may 

become powerful” A.FG. Old men. 

MS: If the men are not happy with the women becoming powerful, why do not they stop 

them? 

C.C7.H: It is all to our benefit whatever the wives get, we will have it…even if they get 

money, we the men own them and the money – we married them. 

MS: Does he think the women respect them? 

C.C7.H: Yes they will respect. Husband interview C. 

Misrecognition is not universal among the dominant group. 

6.5.2 Compliance 
A system of training: “requires pedagogic work, a process of inculcation which must be long 

enough to produce a durable training i.e. habitus, the product of the internalisation of a 

cultural arbitrary capable of perpetuating itself after pedagogic action has ceased, and 

thereby of perpetuating in practices the principles of the internalised arbitrary” (Bourdieu 

1970) p. 31. How then does this pedagogic work or “inculcation”, of the habitus occur? 

Cultural conditioning is often discussed as classical conditioning, in which objects or events 

travel together and therefore become associated. There is also operant conditioning in which 

an activity is associated with a negative stimulus, until the activity itself feels unpleasant. This 

is the justification for corporal punishment. How can we differentiate between conformity 
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caused by the internalisation of arbitrary cultural values (derived through classical 

conditioning) and that caused by a desire for self-preservation (derived through operant 

conditioning) such as A.C2.W2.  

Cultural conditioning gives context and meaning to operant conditioning. If a girl from a 

different culture experienced FGM, they would most likely develop severe post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD). Although some of the key informants described mild dissociation 

during FGM (“I could not react. I was just looking at them”) they did not appear to have the 

symptoms of PTSD and were highly functional adults. It seemed that, to a degree, the cultural 

legitimation of FGM by the community had enabled women to process their experience. 

Conversely someone who is traumatised may experience anxiety from the cognitive 

dissonance between their thoughts and the actions taken against them, and try to give 

meaning to their trauma through a process of self-justification (Harmon-Jones 2015). Since 

these palliative rationalisations will reference the dominant ideological context, they must be 

protected from critical reflection, to carry the illusion of objectivity.  

Self-justification can occur at the level of the ego, or group (group preference) (Jost 2003). It 

is interesting to consider the potential overlap between self-justification and Bourdieu’s 

legitimation. A classic example (which I did not find in this data) is the beaten woman who 

says, “he beats me because he loves me”. She may have originated this idea, or her abuser 

may have culturally conditioned her with it, but either way she may cling to and enhance it to 

soothe her misfortune. We should note here that this does NOT mean that she is not 

miserable, objects to being the victim of violence, or cannot imagine a better situation. Rather 

it is because of these things, and because of her perception of structural constraints to escape 

(both real and unreal) that she self-justifies. Effectively we are hard-wired in favour of 

misrecognition, and there is a positive feedback loop within habitus which gives it 

morphostatic properties. As Bourdieu says, habitus produces “an agent whose cognitive 

structures are homologous with the field and, as a consequence, constantly adjusted to the 

expectations inscribed in the field” (Bourdieu 2004) p. 411. 

People who have been abused may never be free of these embodied dispositions. The key 

informant who maintained her virginity was profoundly affected, and even after she married 

her true love, she remained afraid of sex (6.3.1). The virginity goal was embodied in her 
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habitus, firstly as a cultural arbitrary and then as illusio (2.7). A.C2.W2 stays in to cook on her 

day off because her father beat her for leaving the compound (7.2); she knows she is free to 

go but has become averse to the idea, and continues in a violent marriage which she dislikes 

to please her parents. Her primary emotional response defines a disposition, which alters her 

behaviour. 

Training combines physical and symbolic violence,  

acts of self-preservation and misrecognition.  

Agents’ acceptance of symbolically violent ideas 

can be active and passive.  

6.5.3 IPV 
There can be a fine line between a ‘system of training’ (a “system of cruelty” 6.3.2), and 

abuse 17 . This is because an abuser may apply classical and operant conditioning 

simultaneously to ensure a compliant habitus in the abused. Violence has immediate, 

unspoken structural connotations because, like masquerade, it is a statement of power of the 

abuser over the abused (4.5). This was particularly true in this study. Symbolic violence has 

its corollary in physical violence. The woman who disobeys an arranged marriage is tied to a 

tree and beaten, and a woman who does not ‘bear’ could be subject to IPV (FW6 p. 6—225)18. 

Although IPV could be challenged by the wife’s family, in practice it seldom seemed necessary, 

presumably because the lessons embodied with violence at initiation are well learnt. However 

cultural conditioning and violence were frequently interposed. The symbolic power of 

‘cultural arbitraries’ is corroded by suffering. Bourdieu saw suffering as caused by the tension 

between the arbitrary and the personal and it is worth noting though that the interspersing 

of physical violence in the pedagogic work of ‘training’ meant that many came to recognise 

the implicit symbolic violence contained within it. 

 

17 For example, “Our father was an aggressive person his children dared not disobey him” A.C2.W1. 
18 I documented 7 household affected by domestic violence, in 4 the cause was jealousy, 1 alcoholism (which lead 
to divorce eventually) and 2 cause unknown. 
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Archer can explain the contrast in people’s response to the arbitrary because her concept of 

PEPs means that different people are different, because their divergent experiences have 

defined their personal identity19. They have the same training and share the same culture, but 

their behaviour has diverged, and the personal emerges as the arbitrary fades. There were 

several accounts of women who had decided to go against the system. Interestingly this did 

not seem to be a modern phenomenon as these accounts were distributed across the 

decades. Thus, for example, C.F1 pursues a policy of non-cooperation and then divorces her 

arranged husband (5.3.3)20. When I talked to respondents about punishment beatings (5.3.2), 

I sensed they perceived them as simple coercion through a naked use of power, and I collected 

numerous accounts of women making seemingly autonomous reflexive decisions for self-

preservation and entering arranged marriages which they did not want, because of the fear 

of violence or ostracism. Resistance may require that they resort to non-cooperation which 

runs the risk of eliciting IPV. If a situation escalates further, the woman’s extended family may 

become involved. Bystanders will intervene to end any fight which occurs in public but might 

not intervene in IPV if it is considered the ‘legitimate’ jurisdiction of the husband and his 

family. Having decided not to risk such a threat, a wife might justify her choice through the 

cultural arbitrary of enduring to secure blessings for her family, supported by self-justification. 

I often felt there was an almost palpable resignation when women talked about being 

unhappy in a marriage. 

 Conclusion 
Both the MA and ToP were useful for this discussion of ‘training’ outside of an advanced 

capitalist society. In general people seemed to follow their habitus and be communicative 

reflexives, favouring Bourdieu, but in every generation, there were seemingly autonomous or 

meta-reflexive individuals who broke the mould, favouring Archer. In the next chapter I use 

analytical dualism to explore the interactions between structure and culture that influenced 

these choices. 

 

19 Which Archer calls “personality”. 
20 See also FW3 in 7.2.2, who forced her parents to send her to school. 
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 Emergent properties 

Figure 33: Top: Jola village c. 1902. Bottom: Mobile phone marketing photo 2018. 

www.orange.com 

(Francois-Edmund Fortier 1862-1928) 
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Photo: M.Shaw 

Photo: M.Shaw 
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 Introduction 
“No social order ever perishes before all the productive forces for which there is room in it have 

developed; and new, higher relations of production never appear before the material conditions 

of their existence have matured in the womb of the old society itself” (Marx 1859). 

In the field notes I noted the changes that had occurred in village B since our project had been 

there 5 years earlier. Many houses had had their roof replaced with corrugate, one house had 

been completely rebuilt, there were nine telephones and the alkalo had planted a cashew 

orchard. Much of this investment was made possible by paid employment in the nearby urban 

centre or on the President’s ranch. 

Village C had been working with a charity sector agricultural extension worker from before 

Stepping Stones arrived. He had mobilised them around several labour-intensive initiatives to 

improve productivity; introducing improved rice strains, fencing, building berms around rice 

paddies to prevent soil erosion, and the creation of a large fire break (Table 7-1).  

Both communities appeared to have benefitted from modernity and development. 

Regardless of the corrupt government of President Jammeh, technology and globalisation had 

caused exponential change in five years. This included technology jumps, such as suspending 

electrification and telephone landlines in favour of solar and mobile technology.  

In this chapter I analyse the interviews of senior respondents for historical accounts of social 

change, and identify structural and cultural emergent properties (SEPs, CEPs) using analytical 

dualism. For SEPs I also reference the discussion in Ch. 3, and for CEPs I reference Ch. 5. In 

places I draw on prior knowledge from living in The Gambia for seven years in the ‘90s.   

Table 7-1: Agricultural development in village C. 
 

1993-98 Rice cultivation project. 
1998 Stepping Stones. 
1999  Villagers plant 8km natural fire break of cashew trees. 
2000  Perform dramas for a VIP who donates a clinic.  
2001  Persuade government to provide Doctor. Borehole sunk. 
2002  Achieve food self-sufficiency. 
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The respondents’ memories covered the period after the Second World War, however their 

accounts could only be dated approximately by reference to key events as none of them knew 

their age. there was a consensus, however, that there had been a marked socio-economic 

transition during this time. Even the youngest respondents had a strong sense of “our 

culture”, which referenced the pre-transitional lifestyle of their grandparents’ generation in 

the Casamance. “The past” literally translates as “before”, and there was a strong sense that, 

for better or for worse, “before” was associated with a traditional Jola culture which people 

were moving away from. Therefore, I came to see the appearance of “before” in the text as 

signalling a potential juxtaposition with emergent properties. I then examined the potential 

impact of these emergent properties on Jola family life and looked for interactions between 

them. There were two key emergent SEPs; increased cash cropping, and the entry of women 

into salaried occupations, and two key CEPs; Islamisation and Civil Rights legislation. However, 

the broad picture is of the advent of modernity as described by Foucault.  

“As a historical category, modernity refers to a period marked by a questioning or rejection 

of tradition; the prioritization of individualism, freedom and formal equality; faith in 

inevitable social, scientific and technological progress and human perfectibility; 

rationalization and professionalization.  

Modernity refers to a …movement from feudalism (or agrarianism) toward capitalism and 

the market economy; industrialization, urbanization and secularization; the development 

of the nation-state and its constituent institutions (e.g. representative democracy, public 

education, modern bureaucracy) and forms of surveillance” (Foucault 1995). 

In this definition, the first paragraph suggests cultural emergent properties (CEPs), and the 

second paragraph suggests structural emergent properties (SEPs). 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tradition
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Individualism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_freedom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Equality_before_the_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Progress_(history)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rationalization_(sociology)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Professionalization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feudalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agrarianism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capitalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Industrialization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urbanization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secularization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nation-state
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Representative_democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_education
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_education
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bureaucracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Surveillance
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 Structural emergent properties 

7.2.1 The market economy 
In 3.2 I discussed how the colonial powers promoted groundnut exports which became the 

principal source of potential income. This was confirmed by the many interviewees who 

discussed the additional need for cash as the economy modernised.  

The post-war period started with a very severe famine caused by drought, and the closure of 

the Gambia-Sénégal border. By the late 50s there had been some recovery. However, this 

period was still themed as a ‘before’ when there was self-sufficiency in rice production. As 

shown in the quotes below, other ‘commodities’ such as school fees and clothes, were rarely 

required (men’s dress at this time is illustrated by the photo at the beginning of the chapter). 

We could also add fares for mechanised transport to the list. 

C.C8.H: The people of today are different from the previous generation, – how we were 

adapted and how things are going on now is not the same. [In the past] You would grow up 

to maturity without wearing a trouser or shirt, a small piece of cloth was given to you just 

to cover the front and back, but all your thighs and the sides of the buttocks will be out, not 

like today [when] you struggle a lot. Husband interview village C. 

Prior to colonisation, agricultural self-sufficiency in the Casamance was associated with more 

collective farming practices: “In those days they are all cooperative because there is nothing 

like going to look for a job” A.C1.H. The extended family shared fields and food stores for food 

staples, but each nuclear family maintained its own groundnut farm. Even groundnuts would 

be eaten: M “Did his family eat or sell the groundnuts?” A.C1.H “Food is never sold no matter 

how much is left”. However, cash cropping of groundnuts increased with the need to buy 

commodities. In the case of A.C1.H he stated that “food is never sold”, but he was obliged to 

sell groundnuts to put his brother through school: “M So he was selling ground nuts to get 

money for the school fees? A.C1.H Yes I only get money from the ground nuts”. 
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As discussed in 3.2, the monopolisation of cash cropping by men, contained a second order 

emergent property of a decline in women’s rice production and the loss of self-sufficiency1. 

Originally from the Casamance, this woman suggests the young generation have become 

consumers, and that rice production has fallen (N.B. bags of imported rice do not need to be 

pounded). I estimate she is about 53, placing her before in the 60s: 

A.F2: Before, life was sweet, because now if you do not buy rice you will not eat. Before 

people did not hear the children like they do now, that was their good...because they say it 

in this generation…I was born in the situation of pounding, but now you see a woman – 

[and] for five days she will not pound...My husband and his elder brother at home – they 

were all equal in their way of work, there are a lot of men of such type. 

MS: So it was common for husbands to invest in their wives. 

A.F2: Oh yes! where we were in our village, men do that, help women very well. Even 

working on our rice field they always help us, this is why we always get a lot of rice from 

there. A.F. Key informant. 

It is possible that the gendered division of labour was not part of traditional Jola culture at all: 

“In those days whatever a man do, a woman also can do the same as a man, so you see your 

son packing water, washing clothes and doing the same worked as a woman” A.FG. Old men. 

Reduced collective farming and a focus on economic capital promotes the nuclear family as 

the unit of production. Having said that, any farm can be collectivised, and I suspect that 

parents’ desire to invest in their own children’s education may also have been a driver to 

focus on the nuclear family: “in those days there was more cooperation than now…Now it is 

different, everybody has to develop their family” Husband B. The promotion of the nuclear 

family as the primary social unit can have the secondary emergent property of further 

reducing the gender division of labour. This older man attributes this, in part, to women’s 

laziness, but I would attribute it to a general reduction in collectivism in the compound. 

 

1 I cannot speak to the exact nature of this interaction with culture, but candidates are; 1) that the patriarchs have 
power; 2) that wives cannot own resources belonging to the husband’s family or that 3) traditionally the profits 
from a farm belong to the person that cleared the land.  
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Nowadays…you may have ten children and all of them are men so then the mothers cannot 

afford to do all the work in the compound. But in those days even the old lady will be there 

alone doing all the work in the compound without help of anybody, now the ladies do not 

want to work hard, that’s why if she gets ten she cannot wash all their clothes so she will 

tell them to wash their own clothes. Old men’s focus group village A. 

There is a third order interaction with the global market. As households export groundnuts 

and import rice, they become exposed to fluctuations in the international market price of 

both, creating financial insecurity. In particular the ground nut price fell when subsidised 

farms in the American mid-west dumping produce (Miller 1992). The downward spiral caused 

by globalisation is reversible however, as shown by village C achieving food self-sufficiency. 

Amongst other things, their work focussed mainly on increasing rice yields, increasing men’s 

input into rice paddy maintenance, and collective labour by the village. 

7.2.2 Girl’s education 
“If a woman is pregnant and in labour you may be attended by a man, but if a woman is 

educated, she will attend to you” A.FG. Young women. 

There were only two salaried women (civil servants) in the villages I studied. However, it was 

the interviews with these women, combined with the accounts of parents discussing their 

plans for their daughters, that made me feel I was witnessing the beginning of a sea change 

in Gambian culture on the question of arranged marriage.  

The post-independence period saw the increasing provision of education funded by the state, 

international donors and NGOs. Education was made a right in the 1977 constitution and 

primary school education was made free in 1988. Previously family resources for education 

were invested in boys, because a girl’s role was to be exchanged and perform domestic labour 

but, in what could be an inspired intervention, President Jammeh’s administration waived 

school fees for girls in the westernmost part of the country in 2002. In 2010 it was made illegal 

to marry a schoolgirl, allowing them to complete their studies. 

MS: Did she go to school? 

A.C3.W1: No, only I know how to pray [i.e. attended Daara]. 

M Did her father send any boys to school? 
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A.C3.W1: Yes. 

MS: Did he send any daughters to school? 

A.C3.W1: Just now he started sending them to school, some completed their schooling 

some did not. 

MS: Did he send the girls of the second wife or first wife? 

A.C3.W1: Yes both the first and second wife because my younger brother is working at a 

hotel. A.W. Senior woman. 

In our interviews we found that women of all ages valued education and often fought to 

secure it for themselves as children, “If I am born again today to be a young girl I will go to 

school” A.FG. Women. This woman was in her 60s, her eleven-year-old daughter had insisted 

on going to school before free primary education, around 1980. 

FW3: My friends were going to school and my father said it is not important for a female to 

go to school. I just sit here looking at them, so one day I just say I must go. So I told my 

father, today! if you take me to school or you do not take me to school I must see the 

headmaster today! – I will go. My father did not even look at me so I ask my mother – take 

your clothes today! I must go to school so this neighbour woman says "take her to school, 

she says she wants to have education" so this is why my mother took me to school. It was 

my mother who took me to school I remember that. ….my father said female education is 

not important, so I forced myself to go to school. Fieldworker interview. 

Two daughters were educated and were intermittently salaried, which may explain her 

mother’s view that “it does not make any difference except good…the peace I am having today 

is because of education” T.C4.W2. Parents no longer wanted their children to become farmers 

and had begun to invest heavily in education for their children. This quote is from a woman 

in her fifties who is married to a very traditional man: 

B.C6.W2: My husband is the one who is paying the children’s school fees, but for me 

sometimes I also give out school lunch to the children, and we work hard together for their 

education. 

M Would she like them to become farmers like her? 
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B.C6.W2: Well that is not my hope for them…we are hardworking people – you see what I 

look like? I am younger but I look old now because of the hard work we are doing. My 

hopes are for them to have better education so that they can be able to have a better job 

to help them first, and assist us too. B.W. Wife interview. 

Many parents made financial sacrifices to enable their children’s education, “I have never 

allowed them to look after the cows, if I have money I may pay somebody to look after the 

cows, but not my children” Fula man. It is worth noting however, that the value of education 

is contingent on the prior development of the economy to the point where jobs are available. 

7.2.3 Women and economic capital 
Romantic love in marriage was valued by the women I interviewed, but for their 

grandmothers, food security had also been important. “Y: In those days if a woman knew that 

your people are farmers, and you normally leave food to eat, and you have a lot of pounding, 

– so you will see that every woman will like to marry in your compound, because you have 

enough food” A.FG. Old men. Other families would also want to exchange sisters with a 

‘wealthy’ family, livestock being the ‘currency’, “G: If your people have more pigs, cows, goats, 

sheep – then in those days you are rich enough to have a family, so you will see that anywhere 

you go to [you will] find the wife you want” A.FG. Old men. In recent times however, poverty 

associated with the loss of self-sufficiency led to husbands giving inadequate financial support 

to their wives and children, promoting transactional sex; “Today what we love about each 

other is money” A.FG. Young Women. 

A woman with a salary has an income-generating potential that is independent of her marital 

state, and her labour is owned by her employer. Women’s choices about marriage were 

heavily influenced by their economic power (or lack of it). During our research I found that 

the introduction of free education for girls had seemed to change attitudes towards arranged 

marriage. Daughters were perceived to be more dutiful and obedient to their parents than 

sons. If, through her education, a daughter gained a salaried job and started paying 

remittances to her parents, her parents would be reluctant to alienate her, and would be 

more likely to give her a free choice in marriage. I was quite stunned by this statement by an 

old man in the non-Stepping Stones community, which shows a complete reversal in the 

perception of women’ status: 
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Trans: Do men prefer to have sons or daughters? 

X. Usually, in those days it was a son, but now in most cases, if you get a son and he 

marries, before thinking of you he will first think of his wife and family, but for the girl if she 

marries, with everything she gets she will think of you before thinking of anyone else. 

Nowadays if your daughter is educated and gets a job, and the boy also gets a job, the girl 

will help you more than the boy because the girls have more patience than the boys.  

A.FG. Old men. 

Although attitudes towards arranged marriage were changing, they were still divided by 

gender, here are the old men: 

G: I have got five girls, and I have made and arranged marriages because if I know you, 

that if you are a hard worker and you want to marry my daughter, then you are free to get 

her -because I really know that you are taking care of her. A.FG. Old men. 

Here is the woman’s focus group: 

W: Now the generation has changed, now it is the girl who chooses her husband of choice. 

F Like now I gave this little girl to this woman and she raised her for her brother, if the girls 

grow older she will marry to the brother of this woman even if she did not like it. But if she 

does not like it she will not get married. If you have trained her then if you talk to her she 

will not disagree with you…Now many of the men have changed because if they want to 

make an arranged marriage for their daughter…they will tell their view and also ask the 

views of the mother. A.FG. Women. 

It is interesting that being ‘trained’ may make her comply with the parents’ wishes, which is 

the purpose of the inculcated habitus. I encountered a spectrum of attitudes to arranged 

marriage, from both parents supporting it, to the husband supporting and the wife not, the 

husband supporting but consulting the wife, to both parents being against. If the daughter is 

given a free choice, parents (cognates) become more important in marriage decisions than 

uncles (agnates). This promotes the nuclear family and the daughter’s affiliation to her 

mother. Opposition to arranged marriage was also present amongst a few Stepping Stones 

participants prior to the intervention. This is the woman who made her own first marriage in 

Sénégal (5.3.1.2) and described how she and her second husband focussed on educating their 
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children (7.2.2). As a family they were implacably opposed to arranged marriage: “My 

daughter has a free choice to marry the husband she likes; and if a person comes to me, and 

says to me that I love your daughter, I will then call the daughter and explain to her that this 

man says...he would love you as a wife. So, if the daughter agrees to the man they will marry, 

if it happens that she does not agree, she will not...marry that person...I will never arrange her 

marriage to someone she does not love…(my husband) will agree to anyone they love” 

(B.C6.W2). 

There seemed to be a similar shift in relation to land ownership. Traditionally, a wife could 

not own land belonging to her husband’s family, “In those days it was never known for a wife 

to have land, it is not allowed, there is only (land to) farm, because she is not from the 

compound she is married (to, and) she may leave at any time and go home” B.C6.H. When a 

daughter married it was the father’s duty “to give...land for her and any children that is our 

culture before” B.C6.H. She was also given a share of any cows2. This emphasises that a wife 

is a member of her husband’s family but belongs to the maternal family, and may return there 

in the event of a divorce etc. Conversely, her children belong to her husband’s family but are 

members of her own, her son has usufruct rights in her natal village, as she does in his. If a 

woman buys land with cash, however, it remains in her name on marriage and does not 

belong to either the uterine or agnatic family. Previously women were not allowed to buy 

land, but for the first time a salaried woman had bought a house and an orchard in village A. 

Presumably she had made an offer the seller could not refuse.  

7.2.4 Transport 
Transport was an important antecedent enabler to the modernisation of the economy. Before 

the Second World War, there were no sealed roads “In those days there was no lorry to carry 

groundnuts, only the ship…They use donkeys to carry it to the wharfs and the main form of 

transport was by ship” B.M4. Public transport (‘bush taxis’) followed road construction. By the 

1960s the road reached the edge of the Foni. This woman describes how she used to get to 

her dry season work as a maid in the urban area “we used to walk on foot to Bulock. From 

 

2 This does not happen in the Mandinka system where she would only have usufruct rights in her native village. 
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here we pay fares to go to Serrekunda. Now it is easy to travel with a vehicle because they run 

here now” A.C2.W1. 

Women can earn money through trading produce or seasonal work as maids, so transport has 

a gender dimension. Women needed their husband’s permission to travel, but nevertheless 

transport was an important resource for them. For example, the richest woman in village A 

owned a small herd of ten cows which she had acquired over decades. She could not own 

land, but she could own livestock, a traditional form of wealth accumulation for the Jola. In 

part this was achieved by having access to her brother’s car. She had an arranged marriage in 

her late teens about 1969. 

MS: She said she was working before she was married. 

A.F2: Yes, I was selling milk. 

MS: When she was selling milk – was that her father’s? 

A.F2: No I used to buy and sell…I had a brother who had a motorcar, so if I take it from the 

house I put it in the motor car. This made me get cows quickly; I also made palm oil and 

sold it, sometimes I made up to 10 gallons of oil… 

MS: So was it that they were poor and she jumped up and said “let me do this”?…. or did 

her father tell her to do it? 

A.F2: No it was me! I have seen that in this world if you do not work you will not get 

anything, this is why I did this work, but no one told me about it. I went to Kombo and I saw 

a woman selling milk…so when I came back I tried it myself…. 

MS: Did she have to ask her father’s permission. 

A.F2: Yes that is what I did, and he asked if my husband had accepted and I said yes. 

Key informant. 

This respondent was an outlier in that she was the only women we came across from her 

generation who had acquired economic capital.  
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 Cultural emergent properties 

7.3.1 Islamisation 
Most of the parental generation I interviewed were first or perhaps second-generation 

migrants from the Casamance, confirming the population movements discussed in Ch. 3. The 

Jola of that generation from the Northern Casamance seemed to be likely to subscribe to the 

traditional religion (Awasen), while those from Southern Casamance might also subscribe to 

Catholicism. There was a consensus that the Jola conversion to Islam started in the first 

decade of the 20th century with the Jihad of Foday Kabbah and, except for some of the elderly, 

had become the norm by the beginning of the Second World War.  

The idea that the Jola converted to Islam to be able to marry neighbours, was clearly 

illustrated in this woman’s story. Originally from the Casamance, her father remained 

resolutely committed to Awasen, and he and his son (who lived next door to the respondent) 

had five wives each, one more than is permitted in Islam. Despite this the father had his 

daughter converted to Islam prior to her arranged marriage at fifteen, I estimate this was 

about 1968.  

A.C2.W1: I was over 10 years old…because if you are about to get married that is the time 

they will convert you…I can say at the age of 15 years I left [to be married]. 

MS: When she was ten did she know how to pray?... 

A.C2.W1: Yes somebody trained me.  A.W. Wife. 

Her father and uncle died believing in Awasen, but for her the religions are somewhat 

interchangeable “paganism is good but Islam is also good, so they all good”. The most doxic 

practices we came across during our fieldwork were those connected to spiritual belief, 

namely that God and witches exist 3. Everyone we met was allocated to a faith, however we 

came across a number of respondents who moved between religions during their lives. As 

 

3 At one point I admitted to the field workers that I was an atheist, and instantly regretted it as everyone kept 
returning to the question of my atheism for days after our conversation. Seemingly it would be understandable 
for me to have any faith except no faith, the principal argument revolving on how the world could exist if God had 
not created it. 
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with the marriage examples above it seemed religions could be picked up and put down to 

facilitate harmony within a family, or inclusion within the village community.  

The peoples from south of the areas covered by Islamic missionaries have a choice between 

Islam, the traditional religions and the Christianity of the colonial powers – Anglicanism in The 

Gambia, and south of the River Casamance the Catholicism of the French and Portuguese. 

Later decades saw the arrival of evangelical missionaries for Christianity, and Almadiyya 

missionaries for Islam 4 . It is noteworthy that all the Christian denominations mentioned 

below relied on white expatriate missionaries, whereas Sunni Imams was usually local men. 

Almadiyya missionaries could be either local or from the Middle East. Since Islam had been a 

major force resisting French colonialism, Awasen and Islam could both be perceived as not 

only African but anti-colonial. However, the principal driver for conversion appeared to be 

social cohesion and integration with the Mandinka. 

Village B had a Balanta population, originally from Guinea Bissau, as stranger farmers or 

renters. They were in the village with the permission of the alkalo who was an Almadyya 

Muslim. This may explain why in this example a Balanta Catholic man converts to Islam to 

marry a Balanta Muslim woman, even though Catholics have the same prohibitions on mixed 

faith marriages as Islam: 

B.F1: In those days the Balanta in [another village] were pagan, but now they have 

changed to be Christian. We [in village B] are Muslim now, but not all of us are Muslim – 

some are still Christian…I was born Muslim, and both my parents were Muslim, but my 

husband was brought up in a Christian community, when he wanted to marry me – then he 

became a Muslim.  Female key informant B. 

One of the fieldworkers (FW6), started life as a Catholic, then become a Protestant before 

converting to Islam. Her family were Jola Casa from south of the river Casamance and had 

moved to the urban area around 1850. She was born around 1952 at which point her parents 

were Catholics. Enamoured of the church and its Irish priest, she became “a devoted Catechist 

 

4 Established by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad in the Punjab 1889. Ahmad claimed to be the messiah and advocated 
against violence and Jihad. 
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teacher” at the age of 12, “at that time there were lots of Jolas who were pagans, they are not 

following any religion”. Her father was in an arranged marriage to a woman from near his 

natal village but, after seven out of ten of her mother’s children had died, her father took a 

second wife. This was an acceptable arrangement for everyone except the priest. They 

continued to attend church for 5 years until the priest found out, and the father was 

excommunicated. Her loyalties for her father were stronger than for the church; “I think that 

is why I separated from the Catholics…It bothers me a lot” FW6. 

At this point she moved to the Foni and trained as a nurse with the local mission who required 

her to become a protestant and married another staff member who was a protestant but had 

been raised as a Muslim. Interestingly, even though this was a mutually consenting love 

marriage, it was still ‘arranged’: “sister H brought us together…You see in our African culture 

it is not allowed for a woman to first approach a man. So [sister H] had to ask him first 

and…then she asked me” FW6 . Subsequently her husband had an illness and returned to his 

natal village where he was persuaded to re-join Islam, and she followed. Her decision was 

influenced by a sense of belonging and cohesion within the village community and the family. 

She also felt Islam was less hierarchical and more democratic (the Imam is appointed by the 

community). 

FW6: So you see I felt well it's no use – [my husband] going back to being a Muslim and I 

being a Christian. I do not like these – two-way homes -where you never know which way 

the children follow. So I decided to be a Muslim, no one forced me to, I just decided on my 

own, and I became a Muslim and since then I am very happy as a Muslim… 

MS: So what…appeals to you about Islam? 

FW6: I think it's because they do things together…the way they talk, the way they do things 

together. I do not know I think that's what gets me most. Catholics get together but 

everything…depends on the priest.  

MS: Does it not depend on the Imam?  

FW6: That's the mosque, but with this you see it's different.  

MS: I do not see it.  

FW6: You do not see it! You are not a Muslim that's why you do not see it. 
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The community she enjoys being in harmony with is the village, and she feels that to practice 

a different faith will be isolating. 

FW6: It's not the mosque level, it's more the family and village level. You see if you are in a 

family, who…are Muslims and you are the only Christian…then you do not feel happy… 

because...you are always lonely, you do things alone, you have nobody to stand beside 

you...then it is difficult, especially if you are an African, because they say the God you are 

bearing and the one they are bearing are different…they do not think badly of you if you 

are a Christian...If they see you drinking alcohol, of course then they talk badly of you and 

they look down on you.  Fieldworker interview. 

Awasen can be broadly consistent with Islam because it also posits a unitary life-giving, 

creative force. In Awasen the living share their environment with independent spirits, 

ancestor spirits, Djin, the undead and witches, but these can all accommodated in the lower 

tiers of the Islamic universe. Belief in witchcraft and spiritual attack is ubiquitous, and over 

the years I have seen people from all walks of life, from the translators, to urban, 

postgraduate rights activists, petrified by the prospect of these events.  

Spiritual violence 

The emergent properties of Islam were the introduction of hell, the proscription of spiritual 

violence and extramarital relationships. The patriarchs’ ability to use the threat of spiritual 

violence to enforce arranged marriage was replaced by the Islamic threat of damnation for 

the bad wife, however my impression was that judgement in the next life was less intimidating 

than a non-negotiable threat of having your soul eaten in this one. 

Unlike Awasen, Islam not only divides the human world, but also the spiritual world on the 

binary of good and evil, so the Awasen use of malign spirits is inconsistent with Islam. As 

discussed in Ch. 3, this power effectively resides with the guardians of spirit shrines or Jalango 

who are responsible for divining or interpreting the sources of perceived supernatural attack 

on an individual, as manifest by illness or misfortune. 
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Ousman: You know we the Jolas are…not going to the marabouts 5, we have our own way 

of doing things. If someone has already been hurt by somebody, like it's a witchcraft 

business, when they process that – it will show…automatically...if they go further they may 

actually know the person [who is] responsible.  FD. Discussion with translator. 

This older woman had moved villages three times because her children and fields had been 

cursed by unknown assailants. 

MS: Why did they move from Bunobor to Kaing, and to Besse? 

A.F1: When we were in Bunobor they take evil things to my family and nearly kill my 

daughter, and we decided to transfer to Kaing, and in Kaing we were having bad crop 

harvests, because those people were putting Juju in our lands.  Woman key informant A. 

These beliefs can literally have life or death consequences. While I was in village C a father 

died (or perhaps was killed) after his son’s cognatic family consulted the Jalang, which 

declared that he was a witch and was eating his son’s soul. Jalango are spirits that are 

embodied in a tree and traditionally each extended family would have access to one. Linares 

described how villages in the Casamance would have many such shrines, but the practice 

decreased as she moved north. Our data confirmed that in The Gambia these trees were 

declining in number, but it seemed the villages could not do without them completely, and 

each of the study villages maintained one tree. Here is a description of the last tree in village 

A: 

MS: I heard that F said she is not going to look after the tree when they build the mosque? 

A.F2: Yes it is what was announced but people...go there secretly. 

MS: Is it dangerous to stop looking after the tree? 

A.F2: Yes! it is dangerous because before we used to know what bad or good was coming 

to the village…because it has stopped, we have seen a lot of trouble. A.F. Old woman. 

  

 

5 As a traditional practitioner, a marabout is aligned with Islam, and incorporates Islamic verse into their jujus, 
divinations, and potions.  
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Damnation 

At the time of this study Islam was figuratively the highest form of legitimation and most 

practice has to be legitimated by it eventually. Islam is consistent with the patriarchal system, 

because it promotes the sanctity of marriage, and wifely obedience to the husband, and to 

God. In village A I recorded the ceremonial transfer of a new wife to her husband’s compound. 

The quote below is taken from advice given to the bride during the ceremony. 

Say the five daily prayers because as a Muslim you should pray normally every day, 

because everything you do without worshipping God is useless in the Muslim community, 

and whatever your husband likes please do that for him, and whatever your husband does 

not like please do not do that, because your husband is your everything in your life, and 

whatever he advises you, follow his advice.  C.FD. 

The concept that parents suffer in torment in hell if their daughter is disrespectful in her 

marriage was strongly and widely believed (9.4), while the wife herself could not go to heaven 

unless her husband spoke favourably of her at her funeral. This interpretation of Islam is an 

example of symbolic violence and the fact that it reinforces the patriarchal system by 

promoting idealised wifely behaviour has been ‘misrecognised’. Conversely, in Awasen there 

is no distinction between heaven and hell, and at funerals there is forgiveness by the living 

rather than punishment in death, “G: .In those days...they only worship trees...when you died 

your brothers and your father will...take the dead body to where you live which is called 

Bukinab, and if you were doing bad things to people, [the body is taken]...to say [to] the people 

you did bad things to, “forgive me”…and [then] they can take you to Bukinab; because in those 

days there is nothing like heaven or hell” A.FG.OM6. 

Legitimation 

Because 97% of rural women are illiterate and few people read Arabic, women can be 

disadvantaged in the interpretation of Islam, as they are likely to be dependent on teachers. 

The fieldworker describes how this may be used in practice to enforce the patriarchy. Her 

husband initiated an arbitration in their marriage by male village elders. This was because he 

 

6 The body is carried round and leads people to Bukinab; the song is called Buling sanab. 
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needed her to give up her job and return to domestic labour while her co-wife was away. 

Although she wanted to continue working, this resulted in her leaving work. 

FW6: In The Quran the woman should always say "I'm sorry", even if the husband is wrong, 

when they [usually elder men of the village] come to talk about it between the two of you, 

they will tell you in front of everybody...that you are wrong, what you have done is not 

correct, and then you will feel Ok – I'm sorry. Then when the woman is out, they will say to 

the husband “this time we told your wife that she was the wrong one – but you are the 

wrong one”; and then they'll advise the man…Because they say, if they say that in front of 

the wife she'll be boastful, she'll say “ah ha – this time it was my husband who wronged 

me”, and then the palava will never stop, it will just go on and on; because they say that 

the woman is very weak. Once she is encouraged to do one thing and she has found that 

that thing is correct she will keep on doing it.  Fieldworker interview. 

We also found historical examples of husbands who interpreted Islam in a way that showed 

great benevolence to their wives however, echoing core Islamic values of respect7 ‘Kindness 

as a mark of faith’8 (6.4). So for example some of the success of the woman with a herd of 

cows (7.2.4) can be attributed to her husband’s attitude to her labour. A devout Muslim, he 

only had one wife, and although technically any income she received belonged to him, even 

in the 60s he ‘banked’ it and returned all of it to her so she could develop her own economic 

capital. In the example below an ustaz (Islamic preacher) unconditionally accepts his wife’s 

desire to divorce because she does not love him and wants to marry her childhood lover. 

FW6: No, it was not difficult for her. She said that she did not love her first husband...and 

the husband understood her feelings and gave her a divorce. They are relatives, they 

are...very close cousins. It was very friendly and the man still comes to her to talk about the 

children…and the children go there. I do not think it was much problem... 

MS: So he allowed her to keep the children... 

 

7 It is worth noting that the punishment beatings for refusing arranged marriage exceed that which is allowed by 
the Quran between a husband and wife, this is because in fact the woman is not married, therefore these 
exhortations do not apply. 
8 In the case of Cheick Mafoudz’s teachings in the Foni at the turn of the century, this would include pacifism.  
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FW6: Yes...both of them, and their father was paying for their school fees. 

7.3.2 Civil rights 
The law has had a more variable course in changing attitudes. We have seen how legal divorce 

have been used effectively by a few women over many years (5.3.3). On the other hand, 

arranged marriage has been illegal for some time and this has been universally ignored. In 

Foucault’s thesis on modernity, civil rights discourse seeks to replace premodern sanctions 

with sanctions consistent with globally defined rights. There is a transition from seeing the 

body as the object of punishment through the mechanism of pain, to seeing the body as a 

container of a person who has rights which can be curtailed; “The body, according to this 

penalty, is caught up in a system of constraints and privations, obligations and prohibitions” 

(Foucault 1995) p10. The traditional patriarchal system promotes and privileges violence as a 

public spectacle, while Islam sets limits but tolerates it. According to Foucault the coming of 

modernity “marks the decline of the spectacle; but it also marks a slackening of the hold on 

the body” (Foucault 1995) p11. While I was in The Gambia, two issues were hotly contested 

as an assault on African culture – the introduction of ‘anti-smacking’ laws, which made 

corporal punishment of children illegal, and the various NGO campaigns targeted at 

eliminating FGM. 

I was surprised at the effect the anti-violence law had had on attitudes. On reflection this 

makes sense in the context of beating other people’s children. Arranged marriage and FGM 

are issues which arise within a family, however any member of the community could discipline 

a child “before…while he refuse to work, a person have that right to discipline that child…in 

those days…you are mad to refuse your father if he sends you” C.FG.YM. This has lapsed since 

the introduction of legislation because of the fear that the parents may bring a prosecution: 

“If I beat your child and you take me to the police – you think I will beat your child again? No! 

because you may take me to the police, before that [happens] I stop training your child” OM 

FG B.  

The last comment “I stop training your child” implies that reproduction of the child’s habitus 

is now the responsibility of the nuclear family. As with the Islamic proscription of Jalango this 

weakens the ‘disciplinary system’. As discussed under Telecommunications (7.3.3) this was 
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not necessarily unwelcome for the current generation: “Discipline was before, during our 

forefathers’ time, it is better nowadays” C.FG.YM.  

President Jammeh, pursued both a modernising and an Islamic agenda. He supported girl’s 

education and made FGM illegal. He also threatened gay people and wanted to change The 

Gambia to an Islamic republic, at one point trying to impose the Hijab on civil servants. Vines 

hypothesises that this relates to the economic imperatives of securing donor funding (Vines 

2016). Against his promotion of girls’ education we have to balance an increase in Islam 

fundamentalist (Salafi) teaching following the War on Terror (Janson 2014). Salafi teaching 

opposes the civil rights discourse associated with the modernisation. Therefore, legal change 

in the status of women has also been driven by economic and political imperatives. 

7.3.3 Telecommunication 
Modernity includes the information era and communications in the last decades have made 

a technology jump in The Gambia. Radio opened in 1962 and Gambia TV went to air in 1996. 

The arrival of the internet led to cyber cafes in urban areas, and telephony ‘jumped’ to 

mobiles before the wired system was completed. No doubt solar mobile recharging will 

further increase their use. Meanwhile literacy continues to increase slowly. Technically, mass 

communication should be a considered part of the social structure rather than the cultural 

system. I include it here however, because in the same way transport enabled economic 

development, there was some evidence that communications – ‘the transport of ideas’ 

enabled cultural change, through initiating debate about human development. Perhaps there 

is a necessary complementarity between civil rights discourse and telecommunication. 

As a health promoter I was well aware that mass communication had not been very successful 

in changing attitudes in The Gambia (Valente 1994), which was why we had a chosen a 

programme based on human contact. This could be framed as the CEP of human rights 

discourse being rendered sterile by the prevailing doxa, “Some people are still unfaithful and 

playing around, some hear it (knowledge about HIV) from the radio but still do not believe it, 

because they have not gained the knowledge from Stepping Stones” C.FG. Women. There 

were several references to synergy between mass communication and cultural change, 

however. For example, this key informant is asked whether she minds talking about FGM: “No 

it’s not a problem, now people are talking about it...in the media, television, newspapers. I do 
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not mind talking about it. When we were talking, the other people were saying it is a taboo to 

talk about circumcision, but these are just threatening words” Female KI. Similarly, men in 

village B and C said it encouraged men to stop violence and avoid STIs: “some stop because of 

the Stepping Stone and some are preached over the radio or through individual advice” B.KI.M. 

Mass media can also expose people to a different social field, challenging the prevailing doxa 

and potentially empowering them. This may be especially true for children who live all their 

lives in one social field, here is our key informant on female circumcision again: 

MS: Did they trick you? Did they tell you you were going to eat banannas? 

X: Yes...I never knew that something was there, though I was 10 years. It is different...now, 

now the children know what is…people are talking, the radios are saying it, the TVs and all 

the newspapers. People are now aware of what is circumsicion; but for us we did not know. 

Female KI. 

 Secondary and tertiary emergent properties 
The interactions between the various SEPs identified which are pertinent to the institution of 

marriage are shown in Fig. 33 (overleaf). A critical step is the gendering of cash crops as male, 

and subsistence crops as female. This leads to increasing economic inequality between men 

and women, households becoming more autonomous, and the loss of food self-sufficiency. 

Exposure to global markets then increases household poverty and encourages men not to 

support their wives adequately with cash transfers, at a time when monetary needs for 

commodities and education are increasing. This promotes transactional relationships by 

women.  

Women’s employment and status are contingent on education and the availability of jobs. 

These are secondary emergent properties contingent on the expansion of education and the 

market economy. The negative effects of these are reliance on cash cropping to support 

children and pay school fees, the positive effect is an increase in women’s capital. This 

suggests that unlinking the costs and benefits of education, by making it free for girls, could 

have a profound effect on the women’s household resources. 
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Figure 34: Structural emergent properties (SEPs). 

Waive school fees for girls. 
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CEPs are logical inconsistencies in the world of ideas (Archer 1995), and I have shown the 

relationships between the ones I identified in Fig. 34. 

 

Figure 35: Cultural emergent properties (CEPs). 
 

Whether or not they utilise them, CEPs represent the toolbox of cultural contradictions that 

can be mobilised by agents to effect change. I identified two axes of inconsistency. Firstly, 

there was the inconsistency between Awasen and Islam. This is not strictly a CEP because 

Islam was already embedded in the cultural system by the time of our study and is therefore 

antecedent. However, I felt it was still relevant because there had been a gradual transition 

from Awasen to Islam over the last century, and both were still influential and present in our 
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data. The principal effect of Islam on relationships was to reinforce the sanctity of marriage 

and stigmatise extramarital relationships. This was reinforced by the Islamic concept of 

damnation. At the same time traditional practices such as elopement (ekai, 5.3.1), divorce 

(5.3.3), and Bukinorab (8.4.1), all of which mitigated the practice of arranged marriage, are 

stigmatised (although as we saw in 5.4.1 Bukinorab is still prevalent and promoted by 

poverty). One of the penalties for ekai – supernatural attack by jalango – is also proscribed. 

However, arranged marriage is not particularly an Islamic institution, so potentially there is a 

third order emergence between the SEPs of salaried women (Fig. 34) which will mutually 

reinforce romantic marriage, and the autonomous (nuclear) household. 

The second axis is ‘training’ and civil rights, with the advent of mass media acted as an enabler 

to civil rights discourse. There has been variable uptake of different civil rights legislation. 

Since 1990 legislation has been in place prohibiting violence against children, although this 

seemed to have had no effect on physical punishment until the Children’s Act of 2005 9, or on 

FGM which continued until it was banned in 2015. By the time of this study, however, the 

national discussion of anti-violence legislation had had a major impact on attitudes to 

corporal punishment. 

As I have discussed, successful daughter exchange is contingent on ‘training’ children to have 

well-formed habitus. Civil rights are logically inconsistent with ‘training’, since training 

includes operant conditioning through corporal punishment, FGM, and punishment beatings, 

therefore an end to such violence will weaken the system of training. Put another way there 

is a secondary emergent property between ‘training’ and civil rights, which may decrease 

compliance with arranged marriage, and a third order emergent property with Islam, because 

it prohibits spiritual violence as an alternative. 

 

9 “Violence against children, such as neglect, sexual abuse and exploitation, pornography, infanticide, incest, rape, 
defilement, abduction and assault are addressed in the Chapter XV of the Criminal Code Act Cap 10 Vol. III laws of 
the Gambia 1990…The Children’s Act 2005 has comprehensive provisions against child sexual exploitation. It also 
prohibits child marriage, child betrothal and harmful traditional practices prejudicial to the health of children. The 
Women Act 2010 prohibits all forms of gender-based violence in public and private spheres, the expulsion of 
pregnant girls from school and marrying off a school girl. Chapter IV of The Constitution of the Republic of the 
Gambia 1997...also contain provisions on violence against children” (Pinheiro 2006). 
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 Conclusion 

This chapter finishes my discussion of the social context. In conclusion, I believe there was 

considerable evidence for an ongoing process of change in the marital system independent 

of the Stepping Stones intervention. In Archer’s terms, this was morphostatic social 

reproduction rather than morphogenetic elaboration which may explain why Bourdieu’s ToP 

seems to work as an explanatory model. The key here is that ‘lifeworld’ of the village is a small 

social field, relatively isolated from opportunities for change. Children were trained for their 

expected social roles as adults which could be predicted with confidence, that is, there was 

‘contextual congruity’ as discussed in Ch.6. In the main, the decisions that led to cultural 

change continued to be made by men in positions of power in their own vested interest, and 

where change occurred it seemed to be a response to structural emergent properties. For 

Archer, modernity produces the ‘contextual incongruity’ which heralds the morphogenetic 

society. As society changes adult roles (the objective of training) can no longer be predicted 

with confidence leading to mixed messages in socialisation (Donati 2015) p 142. At the same 

time the cultural circle of the village (‘lifeworld’) is rapidly expanded by internet access (which 

is dependent on increasing English literacy and telecommunications) as a “huge part of the 

world’s cultural heritage is suddenly available for free – as a commons – to the populations…in 

developing countries” (Donati 2015) p 82. 

In the future, I believe that modernity will lead to an increase in women’s status and a 

reduction in arranged marriage. When combined with an increased reliance on cash crops 

this could contribute to a degradation of the patriarchal system, as decision-making power 

continues to move progressively from patriarchs to parents, and nuclear families become 

increasingly established as the unit of family life.  

Modernity favours the nuclear family over the extended family. 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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So far, in this case study I have found both Bourdieu’s ToP and Archer’s MA useful parts of an 

explanatory tool kit and I have felt that, at any one time, one or the other was clearly a ‘best 

fit’. As discussed in Ch. 2, Bourdieu’s theory is strong in the analysis of systems but weak in 

the analysis of individual agency. So, for example, I found it useful for conceptualising the 

collision between social fields that occurs in colonialism (Ch. 3), and it provided a convincing 

logic for the Jola social system (Ch. 5). Similarly, the inculcation of habitus seems to provide a 

robust description of the cultural system known as ‘training’ (Ch. 6). However, ToP falls down 

in two places.  

Firstly, although strong on the system attributes of the daughter exchange system, it is weak 

in predicting the behaviour of those numerous individuals who seemed to have made the 

‘epistemological break’ with the cultural arbitrary, and had low misrecognition. These 

individuals appeared to have little or no illusion as to how the system functioned and some 

acted autonomously in their own best interest, often based on transcendental concerns such 

as ‘love’. 

Emergence gives a better explanation of acts of resistance and recognition than 

the theory of practice. 

Secondly, because the ToP sees structure as embodied, individuals adhere to different 

perspectives in different contexts, and ignore the fact that these perspectives may conflict 

with each other. Analytical dualism, on the other hand, suggests that these are not exclusively 

emanating from the individual: the structure also contains emergent properties that are 

contradictory. The MA can describe these robustly. 

In the next two chapters I explore mechanism and outcome. This is where I hope to compare 

Bourdieu’s and Archer’s theories to answer the critical question of what directs agency and 

how it can change. Understanding how the Stepping Stones process interacts: with habitus 

and doxa (Ch. 8), and structural and cultural emergent properties (Ch. 9), may shed light on 

the mechanism of pedagogy. 
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Fieldwork: Mechanism 
 

“People make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make 
it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and 
transmitted from the past.  
The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living. 
And just as they seem to be occupied with revolutionizing themselves and things, creating 
something that did not exist before, precisely in such epochs of revolutionary crisis they 
anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service… 
In like manner, the beginner who has learned a new language always translates it back 
into their mother tongue, but they assimilate the spirit of the new language and expresses 
themselves freely in it only when they move in it without recalling the old and when they 
forget their native tongue”.  

Karl Marx (Marx 1852). 
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 Habitus, ideal speech & the public sphere 
 

 

“You cannot easily fit women into a structure that is coded as male; you have 
to change the structure”.  

Mary Beard (Beard 2017). 
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 Introduction 

During the PhD fieldwork, I had a formative conversation with an old women’s group 

facilitator, which sensitised me to the fact that I was only one part of the Stepping Stones 

process. I asked her whether she had been nervous when we introduced a programme which 

promoted a western feminist agenda, had a rights-based approach, and taught women how 

to control their fertility. She answered that she had never seen the programme as 

controversial, as she thought it advocated a return to traditional Islamic values. At this point 

I realised that the programme I had adapted had been reinterpreted by the facilitators who 

delivered it. As good health promotion agents they had delivered the material in the way that 

made most sense to them and their audience, and they had had their own critical dialogue 

(or secondary morphogenesis) with the villagers. In effect, the programme had to be culturally 

appropriated to produce a culturally appropriate solution. I then realised that to fully 

understand the programme, I needed to identify how the participants’ culture affected the 

programme and vice versa. As I proceeded, I realised that the differences between my 

perspective and the that of the villagers explained events which I had previously considered 

to be caused by ‘problems’ in Stepping Stones delivery. 

In 1909, Van Gennep coined the term liminal to describe the status of people in the middle 

of a rite of passage, such as initiation, who have left one social identity but not yet entered 

the new one (Gluckman 1962). Turner (an anthropologist from the Manchester School) 

thought liminality was a time and place of withdrawal from normal modes of social action: a 

period of scrutiny for cultural values in which the structure of society is temporarily 

suspended, and normal limits to thought, self-understanding and behaviour are undone. 

Participating in such an ‘anti-structure’ produced an acute sense of community, or 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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communitas, amongst participants, in which all members of a community are equal1, allowing 

them to share a common experience (or memory, or narrative, of an experience). Perhaps 

‘communitas’ is adjacent to Archer’s, somewhat intangible, ‘relational goods’ (2.2.4) or 

Freire’s belief that because praxis is humanising it gives a “zest for life” (Freire 2001) p 91. 

Later Turner coined the term liminoid to refer to experiences that have characteristics of ritual 

liminality but are optional, such as attending a rock concert. The ‘liminal’ is a part of social or 

religious rites, while the ‘liminoid’ is a break from society, part of ‘play’ or ‘playing’ (Turner 

1974).  

Freire’s original pedagogy consisted of an open-ended, non-formal education programme, 

based around meetings of cultural circles. Stepping Stones is different because it has the 

tertiary structure of an ‘event,’ with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Therefore, it could be 

described as ‘liminoid’ and we could expect it to induce ‘communitas’. An event is affected by 

the habitus of its participants, and their habitus has been affected by their experiences. This 

is a truism, but in a society where true liminal events also occur, we should not be surprised 

if participants draw on their ‘liminal’ experiences when they enter a ‘liminoid’ process. 

In this chapter I describe the interaction between community members, Stepping Stones 

designers and facilitators, and how this influenced the resulting cultural action. Following my 

conversation with the fieldworker quoted above, I realised that I should investigate the social 

practice of the facilitators and the participants together, because they were participants in 

the same group and the same conversation 2.  

As discussed in 4.10, in this chapter, I also use a few anonymised interviews from 2000 which 

explored technical aspects of the programme 2003 to shed light on how participants chose to 

share private information and use “I statements”.  

  

 

1 Even if you are higher in social position, you have been lower, and you know what that is like. 
2 When I explored the outcome (Ch. 10), I investigated the social practice of the participating community alone. 
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Figure 36: Stepping Stones manual 
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 Immediate context 

8.2.1 Social cohesion in the intervention villages 
When Stepping Stones started there were different levels of social cohesion in villages B and 

C. Village B had more diverse kinship and ethnicity than village C. The inhabitants of village B 

were more neighbours than family, while village C had close kinship relationships, with only 

one founding family having legitimate power. 

In village B there were two original founding families, who had settled there from the 

Casamance after Foday Kabbah’s razzias ended in 1901 (3.2.3). Two generations ago the 

family who had the entitlement to be the village headman (alkalo) passed this position to the 

other family and this new, dynamic, alkalo instituted a bylaw banning wife beating. The 

following alkalo become sick and was replaced by the present incumbent, who was elderly 

and frail. At some point the alkalo’s family had converted to Almadyya Islam and invited a 

Mauritanian Almadiyya ustaz (teacher), to take up residence in the tiny village mosque. 

Although they continued to co-operate as a village, the village became divided into two 

factions; angelais centred around the alkalo’s compound, contained the Almadiyyas and the 

Balanta3 stranger farmers (who were responsible to the alkalo for the allocation of their land); 

and francais which comprised the other side of the village and were Sunni Muslims. An 

important player in the francais camp was the head of the original alkalo family and it was 

believed he wanted the alkalo-ship to be handed back. Before our arrival in village B, people 

got on but did not necessarily co-operate. There was less IPV than in C, and they did not 

participate in salibo. 

Prior to Stepping Stones, Village C had benefitted from five years input by a talented 

agricultural extension worker. When he first arrived, he found the village divided along party 

political lines, with the alkalo’s family aligned with the post-independence party the PPP, and 

the rest of the village aligned with the party of President Yaya Jammeh (the APRC)4. The 

fieldworker’s initial contact was with the alkalo’s wife, who was a kanyeling, and then the 

 

3 An ethnic group from Guinea Bissau. 
4 There had also been an issue with the loss of money from the development fund, which had been lent but not 
returned. 
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development-minded alkalo’s son, who aspired to increasing community involvement and 

social cohesion. Both were keen advocates for Stepping Stones. 

At the end of the Stepping Stones programme, each group presents a ‘special request’ to their 

community. There was a remarkable consistency in these requests between the two 

participating villages. Marital relationships improved in both villages after Stepping Stones 

and, interestingly, the changes were of a similar nature. Village C was more enthusiastic than 

B, perhaps because husbands and wives in B had been co-operating better at the outset. I 

recorded the following entry in the field diary when I was briefing the translators before 

starting work in village C. At this point we were not aware that salibo involved extramarital 

relationships.  

MS: In November 2002...we asked some people what had happened with wife 

beating...they said there was a lot of wife beating, and it stopped and everyone was 

happy…there's a lot of testimony to say that wife beating was very bad. In particular there 

is this story that in the Tobaski before we came, most of the women went looking for 

salibo; and they did not ask their husbands’ permission, and many husbands beat their 

wives, and all the women were on the verge of leaving...we did not realise they were 

recreating that story in their play...and their special request was that wife beating was 

wrong and that women did not need to ask the men's permission to travel…they also 

talked more than people in village B about improved dialogue and things like that…but 

what people say about C was that there was a lot of wife beating, so the implication was 

that there was something unusual about C, that it was very violent.  C.FD.1.  

The principal difference between a geographical grouping and an extended family grouping 

will be in the depth of social obligations between its members. These obligations can extend 

to extramarital relationships between wives and members of their husbands’ patronymic 

group. The stronger kinship relationships in village C served to intensify marital conflict and 

jealousy prior to Stepping Stones (because of bukinorab) and intensify women’s social 

cohesion after Stepping Stones (because of daughter exchange – many of them had pre-

existing relationships as nieces, aunts, or sisters). 
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8.2.2  Sensitisation: Attitudes towards family planning and HIV 
“Once the investigators have determined the area in which they will work and have acquired a 

preliminary acquaintance with the area through secondary sources, they initiate the first stage 

of the [thematic] investigation. This beginning…involves difficulties and risks which are to 

certain extent normal, although they are not always evident in the first contact with the 

individuals of the area. In this first contact, the investigators need to get a significant number 

of persons to agree to an informal meeting during which they can talk about the objectives of 

the presence in the area. In this meeting they explain the reason for their investigation, how it 

is to be carried out, and to what use it will be put; they further explain that the investigation 

will be impossible without a relation of mutual understanding and trust” (Freire 2001) p110. 

Although men attended Stepping Stones in much lower numbers than the women5, their 

presence was vital as it enabled the “fission and fusion” process which gave women the 

chance to be heard. Many were uncertain whether the HIV epidemic was real, or worried that 

we had come to promote family planning: “We thought they were going to take our blood 

and sell it, and to introduce our wives to family planning which we do not accept” Anon. 20006.  

In both communities the support of influential men and women was important, but not 

necessarily the reason the programme was successful. Staff seek out such individuals in 

participatory health promotion, and certain individuals will align themselves with the staff 

and conduct much of the liaison with the project. In both villages these individuals had similar 

identities as men who were related to the alkalo-ship and interested in development. In 

village C this man was the alkalo’s brother, who, because of his commitment to village 

wellbeing, was considered the alkalo’s likely successor. In village B the lead male was seen as 

an alternative to the alkalo and was head of the village development committee.  

 

5 5-10, as opposed to 20-30 per group. 
6 There were many popular misconceptions about contraception, and some of the girl’s focus group (B) believed 
it caused infertility. In the participatory evaluation conducted one year after the programme, the old men’s groups 
said that at the beginning of the programme they were concerned that the programme would promote 
contraception, while the women’s group said they were concerned that their husbands would not allow them to 
participate. Following the programme one of the negative results was that neighbouring villages said that they 
were participating in Family Planning, and the young men’s suggestion for improving the programme was not to 
mention the Family Planning Association (GFPA) during sensitisation. However, GFPA were important partners, 
and a resource of facilitators with reproductive health knowledge. 
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In village B the sensitisation team used the Gambia Family Planning vehicle, so the men 

employed a “trick” and only sent the women on the first day, with a view to questioning them 

afterwards as to what had transpired. In village C, the Imam, the alkalo, and a male elder 

persuaded the community to participate. The Imam was particularly important as his approval 

meant the programme was acceptable within Islam: “If the Imam is in front of the programme 

who are you not to be involved” Husband C. The elder made the case that promiscuity is un-

Islamic: “this is not a family planning issue…what Stepping Stones was teaching us is that 

fornication can lead to disease, which is not accepted Islamically”. 

In both communities, women were more motivated to participate than men, and tried to 

involve their husbands; the key woman in each village was a kanyeling. In Village C the 

kanyeling was the senior wife of the alkalo, so she also held the position as head of the 

women’s kabilo. 

 Mechanism: social conditioning, pedagogy, and cultural 
action 

“Through this programme we have learnt so many things. The only things we knew before were 

what we were told and trained, at home or in the community. The programme has awakened 

us and raised our awareness. We can now use the knowledge to teach our daughters and 

granddaughters. It will also help us to stop certain traditions and cultures that are harmful to 

health…Most importantly we have this great opportunity to openly expose and discuss our 

major family life issues and problems, together with our husbands and leaders”.  

Young woman 2000. 

The cultural action induced by Stepping Stones was culturally appropriate having been 

derived from the habitus of the villagers and the facilitators, and legitimated as an Islamic 

programme. While my critical dialogue had roots in a European modernity, the participants 

were rooted in the values taught to Jola children: endurance/sabati, respect/horomo and 

secrecy/sutoro 7 . This was illustrated during the third Stepping Stones workshop, when 

 

7 These terms are identified by Skramstad in reference to Mandinka initiation (3.5.1, 6.3.1), and in my own 
transcripts (in translation). This raises the question as to whether they are pre-Islamic regional concepts, or 
Islamic. 
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participants compared the ideal behaviour expected of them, and the reality (Table 8-1). I 

have also summarised their responses according to my understanding of the three virtues 

(Table 8-2). ‘Endurance’ is more than surviving misfortune with patience, it is also selflessness 

and tolerance. Most of the remaining ideals relate to the local concepts of what it is to be a 

‘good Muslim’ (sexual probity, prayer, anti-drugs), and are in light grey. 

  

Table 8-1: Anti/normative behaviour described by workshop participants. 
 

Key:  
Endurance/Sabati;  
Respect/Horomo;  
Secrecy/Sutoro,  
Islamic probity. 

 
 

 “Ideal image” “Personal destroyer” 
Young 

women(C) 
Pray daily; greet husband and his 
relative’s every morning; bear 
children; discuss household problem 
in secret  

Never pray; too many lovers; 
disrespect people; improper dress; 
smoking. 

Young 
women(B) 

Greet all the elders every morning; use 
polite words to your husband. 

Multiple partners; early weaning of 
babies, no dialogue with husband. 

Old 
women(C) 

Give advice to the people; love all the 
children in the compound; keep secrets; 
get married; check the family in the 
morning. 

Do not pray daily; improper dress; 
always creating problems, always 
roaming around, people always talk 
about her, people avoid her. 

Old 
women(B) 

Take care of babies and children, pray 
five times a day. 

Do not pray five times a day, not 
friendly with people. 

Young Men 
(C) 

Pray daily; physically active; skilful; 
respectful; obedient; defensive;. 

Selfish; lazy; violent, undisciplined, 
lack of tolerance. 

Young Men 
(B) 

Respect elders; Help your parents 
when they need you; have dialogue with 
your wives. 

Multiple partners; getting too many 
children; wife beating. 

Old men 
(C) 

Patience; be physically active; avoid 
drugs. 

Do not pray daily; quarrelling with 
people; getting too many wives. 

Men (B) Pray five times a day; use polite words 
to everyone in the community. 

Rude; drug abuse; stealing. 
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The facilitators had been selected from the broader community, then trained and matched to 

the groups they were working with; i.e. they were the same, age, sex, and ethnicity. The 

principal differences were that they were literate, and good at group work8. Several of them 

had experience as extension workers for various agencies and, as such, they represented a 

rural elite who shared the culture of the participants but also had their own vision of 

development. In practice, they needed to keep their personal perspective out of the 

interaction as best as they were able and facilitate the views of the group.  

8.3.1 Endurance: the prevention of divorce 

What were the Islamic beliefs of the facilitators?  

The old women’s group facilitator, who thought the programme preached a return to Islamic 

values, was a very experienced health worker. Born in 1952, she had changed faiths from 

Catholic to Protestant and then to Muslim (7.3.1). Her perspective seemed quite aligned with 

Islam. There was a strong resonance for her between Stepping Stones, her own values of 

sustaining marriage, and her vision for health education. The fieldworker advocated women’s 

rights and shared several stories which showed she was capable of being assertive in her 

marriage, yet she subscribed to an Islamic ideal of dutiful obedience to her husband. The first 

paragraph in the quote below conforms to the programme’s intentions, however the second 

paragraph illustrates her personal perspective. 

 

8 Implying persuasive assertiveness. 

Table 8-2: Summary of key virtues presented in Table 8-1. 
 

 Endurance  Respect Secrecy 
Old 
men 

Be patient. Be polite/friendly. 
Be active 

 

Young 
men 

Be active. Respectful obedience to elders. 
Help parents when asked. 

 

Old 
women 

Advise people. 
Care for children. 

Enquire re others wellbeing. 
Be friendly. 

Keep secrets. 

Young 
women 

 Proper greeting. Keep household affairs 
secret.  
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FW6: It did support my personal values, because Stepping Stones – teaches us how our 

bodies are, and how we wanted people to behave, that is what Stepping Stones is teaching, 

and that is how we wanted people to be. 

MS: How do you want people to be? 

FW6: Well to trust their husband, be a good wife, do what your husband says, bring up 

your children properly, and have a good family, and stick to your partner instead of going 

around any where. Fieldworker. 

Ideologically, this is an “Islamic” rather than a “woman’s rights” perspective. She frequently 

used the phrase “to bear” (i.e. Endurance/Sabati), to describe her personal struggles in 

marriage and raising her family. However, although she positioned herself as an Islamic wife 

who defers/submits to her husband, her ideal was that the wife should tolerate and endure, 

but not be made to suffer. This resonates with ‘kindness as a mark of faith’ (6.4, 7.31), and 

Cheick Mafoudz’s teaching of pacifism (3.2). During the study, we heard of several egalitarian 

Islamic relationships based on unconditional positive regard.  

In the past there had also been women who made bold decisions to ekai to a different partner, 

because the marriage was intolerable compared to their life goals. However, divorce makes 

women vulnerable. In the last paragraph below, she appears to say that divorce may lead to 

promiscuity. While I did not agree with her on this point, we both accepted that it might 

promote transactional relationships9.  

MS: What's your personal view about divorce? 

FW6: I do not like it…it separates you from your family [the children stay with the father] 

and it creates hatred...It depends on the reason...You could be divorced just because your 

husband does not love you anymore, that one is a normal thing, but if you are divorced 

because you the wife have done something wrong…then you are always looked down at, 

this woman is no good, this is what she has done, she had to be divorced...then, how will 

your children take you? and...you are used to having sex maybe every day, now you are 

 

9 As discussed, a divorcee will return to her cognatic family and be supported by them (5.3.3), but if this is not 
possible, she will be left with no income beyond what she can grow. 
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divorced, you are away from your husband – which sort of a life are you going to lead? 

Fieldworker. 

The head of the women’s group in village B seemed to share her motivation of ‘divorce 

prevention’. When asked why the villagers introduced a law against wife beating, she said 

“Because quarrelling anytime has no use! it may come to divorce, there are some other women 

who do not love their husbands, so if you the husband always have a problem, it may come to 

the end”. The desire to prevent divorce is thus both an embodied habitus (article of faith), 

and a practical step to protect women from unnecessary hardship. We can choose to see this 

phenomenon as reflecting either or both points of view. 

According to the Quran a husband should not take more wives than he can afford to look 

after10, and he should not avail himself of his wives’ earnings or property. Privately, this 

fieldworker interpreted the Quran as stipulating that women’s production should be paid for 

by the husband. It is the husband’s role to feed, clothe and house his wife (Salahi 

4/11/2005)11, which is why “the man is reponsible...to do anything he likes with his wife” FW6. 

Since traditionally the produce of any land belongs to the people who cleared it, she made 

the point that if the wife cleared the land for her own rice paddies, “the husband should buy 

what she farms and they eat in the family...but that is not done” FW6. No other villagers ever 

expressed this opinion. 

8.3.2 Islamic legitimation 
The man speaking below describes how the villagers used Islam to legitimise the ban on wife 

beating. The first paragraph suggests a practical, primary strategy (IPV should be banned). 

 

10 “Men should not marry more women than they can support adequately. Husbands should take full care of their 
wives, with [the bounties] God has given to some more than others, and with what they spend out of their own 
money” Sura 4.34. 
11 “Islam has given women their full financial rights long before any other political or religious system. Under Islam, 
a woman has equal rights to earn, own, spend and otherwise dispose of her property as she wishes, without 
interference by any male relative...she has the right to do what she likes with her money and property. These two 
conditions apply to males and females equally. Unfortunately, some Muslim communities impose a subordinate 
status on women, but this has nothing to do with Islam, although Islam is often said to endorse such subordination. 
The fact is that such situations are based on local culture and tradition. Islam does not endorse them. A woman 
has the full rights to her earnings and property. A husband is well advised not to meddle with his wife’s property, 
because he does not have any claim to it. He must still support his wife and look after her, providing all she needs 
of food, clothes and housing. She does not have to spend anything on the family home” (Salahi 4/11/2005). 
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The second paragraph suggests a secondary legitimating strategy, referencing Islam. 

“Knowledge has been gained” is likely to refer to thematic analysis and conflict resolution 

skills. 

C.C8.H: Some went to another village for salibo and that created a problem between the 

parties, from that they made a law that nobody should beat his wife…Before they do not 

have knowledge, this is why they were beating their wives but now knowledge has been 

gained. 

MS: How did they persuade them to abide by that? 

C.C8.H: In Islam wife beating is not good, and fornication is bad – you can have disease and 

transfer it, this why we come together after the programme to agree that we should stop 

these bad practices…Stepping Stones played a very important role in this village.  

C. Husband. 

If the ultimate concern/life goal of the participants was successful marriage, then all the 

primary morphogenic changes identified in the pilot evaluation – dialogue, fidelity, condoms, 

and nonviolence – are steps towards that goal. I suspect that the participants easily adopted 

the concept of “dialogue” because it reflected their core ‘Islamic’ values of endurance, 

tolerance and respect advocated for married life. Marriage is structured as Islamic, and 

promiscuity as un-Islamic. Condoms and family planning were usually seen as un-Islamic 

because they might promote promiscuity, however the old men in village C identified that 

according to the Quran, a double sin is worse than a single sin. That is, infidelity is a lesser sin 

than practicing infidelity and spreading infection by not using a condom. At the end of the 

programme the Imam had volunteered to be a condom distributer: “I have not seen anything 

that prohibits the use of condoms in the holy Quran”.  

8.3.3 Respect: conflict resolution and assertiveness 
8.3.3.1 Quarrelling and respect 

In our original study we were told that marital quarrelling was both a “cause and a 

consequence of extramarital sex” (Paine 2002) and the villagers emphasised that Stepping 

Stones programme had led to an increase in social cohesion and a reduction in quarrelling: 

“first of all, this Stepping Stones brought us some changes between husbands and their wives 

in their marriages. Before Stepping Stones there were a lot of problems. In this village it was 
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normal to find out about husband and their wives having conflicts in their marriage. But after 

this Stepping Stones…those problems are happening less now…wives and husbands can now 

share their problems in their marriage” C.FG.YM.  

As we have seen, the motivation for extramarital relationships could be economic or 

emotional, and these young women from a non-Stepping Stones community emphasise the 

relevance of poverty and arranged marriage: 

Trans: Why do you think there are often quarrels between husbands and wives? 

Y: Maybe if the husband is stranded of money. 

A: It comes if the person tells you something that you know does not warrant a quarrel – 

you have to quarrel. If my husband is short of money he is in a bad mood.  

If you do not love your husband that is always a cause to quarrel, because of that you will 

quarrel – even if you tell him a word he will take it to be something serious and quarrel 

with you. Even if he greets you it is a problem. A.FG. Young women. 

The fact that quarrelling was invisible could also imply that disagreements were less heated 

or more easily resolved: 

There are so many changes, plenty, like dialogue, and so many people are requesting 

condoms. Quarrelling between men and women has also reduced. I am not saying it does 

not happen but many a time if it happens, if you or someone goes there and talk it stops. 

And sometimes in secret if it happens they compromise without anyone knowing it.  

Young man, participant B 2000. 

The Stepping Stones manual is promoted as a “training package on HIV, gender, HIV 

communication and relationship skills”, and includes a large amount of material on dialogue 

and conflict resolution. A key component is assertiveness training; its purpose is to enable 

men and women, particularly women, to communicate effectively so that they can broach 

and discuss sensitive subjects.  

The assertiveness training involved discussion about how to take emotion out of a 

conversation (for example making sure someone is comfortable before embarking on a 

difficult conversation), and the use of the ‘I Statement’. 
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The “I statement” begins with a polite address and then goes onto “When [something 

happens], I feel ____ , because ___ , and I would be happy if [desired action]”. The module 

included small group work in which participants role played difficult situations and helped 

each other to steer them to a successful conclusion. It was implicit that these exercises 

involved strategic manipulation, and participants also role played how to deal with unwanted 

sexual advances. Wives identified unwanted sex demands by the husband as a problem, and 

it was understood that refusal was a common trigger for violence. There is a subtle difference 

between the I statement exercise and the surrounding participatory group work, in that the I 

statement is a hinged theme12 , in which the ‘pedagogic steer’ of the designers is very present, 

not least because it leads onto the final ‘we statement’ which is the finale of the programme. 

Practicing persuasion led to women sharing culturally appropriate ‘soothing’ strategies in the 

preamble to difficult conversations. There was an overlap between the ‘I Statements’ and the 

respectful ways of addressing husbands and elders taught at initiation. This led to women 

using I statements in supplication, to ask “forgiveness” for perceived misdemeanours, and 

sometimes men using it to express unhappiness with their wife’s behaviour. There were 

specific questions on the use of ‘I statements’ in the 2000 interviews, the quotes below are 

taken from them: 

A: The exercises are very useful, before people used to be very shy to sit and discuss with 

their husbands. It was a problem, but now things have changed. Now if your husband 

comes back from the farm, you will greet him and also give him water to drink. You also sit 

beside him and tell him there is water for him to wash. After taking food and everything 

you can sit beside him and chat.  

Trans: Have you used the 'I Statement'? 

A: I sit beside him and tell him sweet words.  C.W2. 2000. 

The soothing strategy did not only arise from the participants; another young woman’s group 

facilitator was actively encouraging ‘soothing’. Although she was an independently minded 

young woman, she shared the habitus of respect/horomo with the participants. Just as I had 

 

12 Also known as a ‘key stone’ i.e. one that is regarded as fundamental to the success of the programme and 
cannot be omitted (1.4). 
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placed my own ‘steer’ on the programme during the adaptation, she added her own during 

the group’s discussion. She promoted the behavioural strategy that we had agreed in our 

supervision meetings (of encouraging husbands and wives to talk to each other) but she also 

promoted behaviour that conformed to the social order. 

MS: OK, so you were encouraging them specifically to bring water, sit down and talk to 

them when they come back from the fields…why were you encouraging them to do that? 

FW2: To have dialogue with their husbands, as far as their husbands are also in Stepping 

Stones…but I have in my mind that the male facilitator will also tell this to their husbands, 

to have dialogue with their wives. Fieldworker.  

So “I statements” were included in the programme as a vehicle for a powerful request to 

another person, but were ‘taught’ by the facilitator and ‘co-opted’ by participants, as a way 

to make a disarming apology: “if he is angry with me I will spread a mat for him to sit down, 

cool his chest and ask him forgiveness” Old woman C 2000. 

It is an over-simplification to typify gender violence as just an act of oppression. For many 

men it is also a problem of anger management: “Before if we quarrelled I used to be angry. I 

could not ask in a way that would lead to reconciliation. But since we learnt this I ask in a way 

that later leads to us reconciling” (Paine 2002). Thus, soothing made a major contribution to 

the reduction in IPV: “just the day before yesterday such a situation happened, but...the 

thoughts that I have about the programme stopped me from beating her” Young man B 2000. 

This man describes how the technique facilitates some introspection into his own 

contribution to the problem, and how it how it helped de-escalate and provide an alternative 

to violence. 

A: Yes my wife has used it because she do call me and say, 'Njeh' – I feel, that I came to 

marry to you and I will like you to take care of me and I will not like you to do anything 

wrong, and I will not like you to do what will disturb my mind. Then I will begin to feel that 

there are some things that I do them wrong, and I will therefore say to them I am very 

sorry. 

I do not say that we do not quarrel but it is not much, because if your wife have done 

anything bad you do not only have to jump on her and beat her, just call her easily and talk 
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to her and say I have seen something wrong on your side, I would like you to stop doing 

that because of what we had learnt from the programme.  

Old man, two wives, participant C 2000. 

For many the I statement became superseded by ‘normal’ respectful conversation. Indeed, it 

seemed that the programme was so successful that “I statements” were rarely required: 

“since the programme I was never cross to an extent that I expected to fight with my wife” 

Man B 2000. It is also noteworthy that, after the programme, forced sex seemed to have 

ended: ‘We are realising some changes after the programme like not forcing your wife to have 

sex if she is not willing’ Young woman 2000. 

‘Soothing’ is not passive but part of a strategy of manipulation. It is also culturally appropriate 

and practical. It is possibly anti-pedagogic because it is derived from the restricted cultural 

repertoire of the women 13. I was concerned that the ‘soothing’ solution was doxic and 

symbolically violent because it is uncritical, a concern that was shared by Alice Welbourne 

and Rachel Jewkes (Stepping Stones SA). I had tried to place a ‘pedagogic steer’ on the process, 

intending to promote a western concept of assertiveness, and so I started to view ‘I 

statements’ as more useful for anger management than for demanding change14. However, 

the intervention was a collective project conducted by staff and participants, and by owning 

and adapting the technology of ‘I statements’, the villagers helped the programme succeed. 

8.3.3.2 Children and the safe sex message 

Another example of cultural appropriation of the ‘pedagogic steer’ was the transmission of 

the ABC message to children. The prohibition on premarital sex was well understood by 

children in The Gambia, yet teenage pregnancy, concealed pregnancy, and ‘baby dumping’ 

were relatively common. It was considered culturally inappropriate for young children to 

participate in the programme, so we had hoped that parents would educate their children 

about safe sex, and there were several exercises which analysed the drivers for teenage sex. 

Uptake was, however, patchy in both villages, and parents instead used the threat of HIV to 

 

13 Repertoire here is synonymous with culture, that is “the aggregate of possibilities for organizing social life” 
(ubiquitous). 
14 Chambers would label this ‘radical crypto-paternalism’ (Chambers 1994), and Freire would label it “paternalistic 
manipulation” (Freire 2001) p. 91. 
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enhance the prohibition message against pre-marital sex15. This mother was unusual because 

she did discuss condom use with her children: 

MS: So do they teach their children about the programme ? 

B.F2: Yes we advise them not to be involved in this unlawful sexual intercourse with the 

girls. 

MS: Do they tell them about condoms? 

B.F2: Yes we also talk to them about condoms, but sometime they do not appreciate the 

use of it. However, for my own son and daughter I advise them not to have any sexual 

relations with any girl or women, let them wait until they are married. B.F Key informant.  

Fortunately, the children learnt the ABC material to a higher level than their parents in Family 

Life Education at school. This girl had worked out the implications of polygyny on STI 

transmission, to a level equivalent to our MRC epidemiologists (Halton 2003): 

Trans: So when your parents came home after training did they say anything about it. 

P: No, some advise, they may advise you not to have any contact with men. 

Trans: What about a co-wife what about that. 

P: I will like to be the first wife, because in this generation there are many diseases and if I 

am told I am carrying them, my husband too will have them. So before he goes for a 

second wife we will know what to do [screening].  However, if I am the second and meet 

the first wife [i.e. there is already a first wife (in the compound)] maybe I will have that 

disease without knowing. B.FG. Girls.  

8.3.4 Secrecy, sharing, and the tradition of fission 
Though it was a bit embarrassing, and we were first shy in the beginning to discuss sexual health 

issues, but later we became used to it. We really enjoyed it.  Young woman 2000. 

8.3.4.1 Sutoro between groups 

Mickell describes the widespread African dual sex system in which men and women are 

socially organised by gender, each having their own social structures (Mikell 1997). This is 

 

15 As did the special requests of the men’s groups in both communities. 
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echoed by the fission and fusion in Stepping Stones, which was used to give all groups a 

democratic voice. Although I was not aware of it at the time, the Jola facilitators would have 

been very aware of the extent of the non-formal education that occurred during male and 

female initiation. It is likely that this was the model (described below) that participants had in 

mind when they entered the Stepping Stones programme: “What you have on the men’s side, 

that's what you have on the women's side, because we're married together” Male KI. The 

initiation group model seemed to be evident from the first session, when the villagers 

diverged from ‘Stepping Stones as it was intended’. The first session is on ground rules, with 

confidentiality being the key message. Because confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, 

participants were encouraged not to share material they did not want to “get out”. 

Participants could still draw on their experiences however, by telling stories and creating 

dramas without having to own these anecdotes as personal stories. In practice all groups went 

for a ‘secret society’ model, in which people could share, but behaviour (and breach of 

confidence) was controlled by sanctions. Here is the old women’s group facilitator from 

village C: 

FW6: I think that they gained confidence. You know that if you do not have confidence in 

anybody it's always difficult to co-operate, because you think whatever I tell this person, he 

or she will go around and tell it to anybody; but once the confidence is there – that I can 

trust this person, they can discuss about my problems, I can discuss with her about my 

marriage problems without any problem, then I think they feel confident. Fieldworker. 

We relied on the fact that all groups knew that they received identical content to facilitate 

communication between husbands and wives between sessions 16. This only wife is in a 

‘trusting’ relationship, yet she and her husband had never discussed the programme directly: 

Q: So you and your husband have you talked about the programme before? 

A: No we've never talked about it. 

Q: And you were both participants? 

A: Yes he went and I went too. 

Q: And you never come home and say I learnt this and this to each other? 

 

16 And to facilitate husbands giving us access to their wives in the first place. 



Fieldwork – mechanism 

8—285 

A: No. You know when we went every one goes to their side. The men go to their side and 

us women go to our side. 

Q: At the end of the programme , both men and women presented their play. The women 

said this is what we want our husbands to do for us and the men said this is what we want 

our women to do for us, did that not do anything between you? 

A: It does. Now if you ask for anything he gives you. 

Q: But you did not talk about – even your final plays – when you came home? 

A: No…Between us as women we talk, but if you are with your man alone to talk, that I 

have never done it. B.W. 2000. 

‘Not discussing’ exactly mimics the inter-relationship between the male and female initiation. 

It also illustrates how, if necessary, Stepping Stones could act as a ‘fail-safe’ by having 

conversations ‘for’ the participants. However, ‘not discussing’ was unusual, as demonstrated 

by this young man:  

A: You cannot come from lesson and do not discuss that is not good. 

Q: Who started / proposed the discussion? 

A: It is always both of us...sometimes I...start and some she...starts...we…discuss...how to 

avoid quarrelling and understand each [other]. Like if she did something to me that is 

wrong I should call her, through so that she will not do it next time, and if it is I, it is 

the…same she should also call me and tell me about it so that I will not so it next time. Also 

to stick to each other and to be safe from this STI.   B. Young man participant, 2000. 

8.3.4.2 Sharing within groups 

The initiation group model was also used to enforce participation within the group. The young 

women’s group facilitator from village C described how on the first day two women in the 

group were not on speaking terms with each other. Eventually the rest of the group 

threatened to ostracise them from the kafo if they did not resolve their differences. This was 

village-wide women’s kafo, not the Stepping Stones group: “one day we called them and said 

that they should talk to each other or we will take them out of our ‘kafo’. They co-operated 

after that” C.C8.W1. The level of sharing enabled by the imposition of sutoro/secrecy was 

highly valued (Table 8-3). 
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Table 8-3: Causes of positive changes (Stepping Stones participants 2000). 
 

Causes of positive changes in the village Women Young Men Old Men 
Sharing with peer Group members    
Learning     
Role plays     
Lessons on STIs     
ABC methods     
Spider's web exercise17    
Protected sex (condoms)    
Breed co-operation and dialogue in the community     
Body-mapping/foreplay (sexual arousal)    
Use of 'I' Statement (assertiveness)    
Husbands are also participants     

(Jarjue 2001) 
 

This fieldworker who worked with the old women’s group in village C felt that old women 

were the shyest, and the workshops were important because, in daily life, women do not have 

the opportunity to sit and down and reflect. Her emphasis below on the importance of 

discussing “the same thing” fits with Freire’s description of critical dialogue, in which all 

parties “address their act of cognition to the object by which they are mediated” (1.4).  

FW6: I think [Stepping Stones] has a lot of value...One thing is this grouping, and then the 

time they take to sit together. You know…women do not have time to sit together and talk. 

All the time I am doing my own work, you are doing your own work they are all separated. 

We do not have time, even if we go to kafo work, it's not time to sit together and talk. But 

with this Stepping Stones we sit together and discuss...the same thing, together. Not that 

this one is discussing this and this one is discussing something different, but we discuss the 

same thing together, and it brings people together.  Fieldworker.  

She described how one ‘old woman’ seemed disturbed and, on questioning, eventually 

disclosed that she was worried because her unmarried daughter was pregnant, and that her 

husband would punish her (the wife) because she had not trained the girl adequately. She 

 

17 A game using a ball of string that links the participants in a circle, cuts are made in the string to represent 
individuals adopting condom use. It demonstrates how condoms disrupt STI transmission in sexual networks by 
reducing the length of the longest connected unit. 
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was afraid that her husband would drive her out of the family, but eventually, with the 

encouragement of the group, she discussed it with her husband without a problem. It is 

interesting that discussion of this issue, which would normally be prohibited because of the 

sutoro/secrecy around marriage, was enabled by the sutoro of the group.  

FW6: You see the whole programme...it talks about, life between husband and 

wife...people do not discuss that most of the time, I keep what is between my husband and 

myself...to myself...But in the Stepping Stones you sit down and discuss it and...when we 

really know each other we…discuss things that are happening within the family. 

Fieldworker. 

As we had noted previously, this made a difference for seeking STI treatment: 

Before people are always very shy to explain their health problems to others but now if you 

have a health problem you can talk to somebody easily and without shyness or 

difficulties…I can talk to my wife…and also I can talk to my brother so that he and my wife 

can join hands and take me to the clinic for treatment.  Male non-participant B 2000. 

This is significant because most men and women could only share intimate details with their 

natal family. The quote below is from a male, married, non-Jola, non-participant in village B, 

who had immigrated there 30 years earlier. 

B.C5.H: No I have no friend in the village whom I truth and share our secrets...if I am to do 

it, it would not be in this village. 

MS: So would he tell his secrets to his brothers and sisters in M? 

B.C5.H: It is hardly ever that I sit and discuss with my sisters or brothers about things 

pertaining to sex. B. Husband interview.  

The only person he would share with was a childhood friend from another village “who I go 

to when I have sad feeling”. Interestingly however, he did feel able to talk about money 

problems in the village. Opportunities to share are even less common for wives who have 

married into a community (kuseek). They were often dependent on their husband’s family for 

support, and therefore had more to gain than their husbands: “with the one you do not love 

you die crying, and you are never used to that village, even that compound you are never used 
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to it” A.FG.YW. The opportunity to share may have increased the feeling of community, 

explaining why the reaction of the villagers to the programme was so positive. Prior to 

Stepping Stones, the kuseek of village C were a tighter group than in village B, because of their 

previous work with the agricultural extension worker: “We were united before Stepping 

Stones, and to date we are maintaining the cooperation” C.C7.W1.  

Some of the group discussions involved sharing things as a non-kinship group/kafo that they 

might not even share with family members. Sex education was a new frontier in sharing for 

both men and women, as it is taboo to discuss such things across age or sex groupings. As has 

been discussed there is no sex education in the initiation. The body mapping exercise (Fig. 34, 

next page) was a “hinged theme” in which the groups discussed lovemaking and drew “sexual 

turn-on and turn-offs” on a picture of a person, and in the condom demonstration, 

participants practiced putting a condom on a carved wooden statue of a man with a big 

phallus.  

Body mapping seemed particularly appreciated by the young men and challenging for the old 

women’s group. Many women never see their husband’s genitalia until they are sick or die. 

FW6: When you really come to discuss about it they will sometimes go out behind the 

corner, and you will know that what they are saying is not true, but as old women you 

cannot just stand up and say what you are talking is not true. You have to accept the way 

they say it and how they did it.  Fieldworker interview.  

Discussing sensitive subjects such as sexuality would not normally be culturally acceptable, 

but it was possible to hold such discussions within age-sex peer groups. These discussions 

represent learning that could not have occurred without the presence of the Stepping Stones 

facilitator. 
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 Justice and reconciliation in the women’s plays 
“Some themes or nuclei may be presented by means of brief dramatizations, containing the 

theme only – no solutions! The dramatization acts as a codification, as a problem-posing 

situation to be discussed” (Freire 2001)p 122.  

 

“The exercise that helped was role plays, for they are very good and useful…if you sit with your 

wives you can tell them “we have all seen the role plays and the role plays are very important 

and true. The plays are not for example...because what we saw is exactly how it is with human 

beings” Married man C 2000. 

Source (Shaw 2002). 
Figure 37: Body mapping. 
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The key moments in the Stepping Stones programme are four moments of fusion, when the 

peer groups come together, to make fictional presentations to each other, in the form of plays. 

Dramas was often cited as a key technique that made the programme accessible because they 

were “easier to understand in transmitting the information to such people like us who have 

never been to school” (Paine 2002):  

B.M4: At first the elderly people think they are elders so it is not necessary for them to join 

the programme, but when the Stepping Stones groups played their role plays, the elders 

were watching and listened very closely; because they were not educated but could 

understand a lot from it and began to be interested.  Male KI village B.  

The programme culminates when each peer group presents their collective interest in the 

‘final special request’ by performing a drama to the assembled village and presenting a single 

request as a ‘we statement’. This special request is then accepted or rejected by the 

assembled community. This format came from the original manual designed in Uganda, but 

it was also very appropriate for The Gambia. If the patriarchy is the unit of social power in The 

Gambia, the village is the unit of political power. A vote by the assembled villagers (satee kafo) 

is the most powerful decision-making process. The two communities accepted all the requests 

(table 1-4).  

It was significant that, although some of the plays were almost certainly fictional (such as the 

old men’s play in village C), the young women’s plays were literal portrayals of real events 

with the women’s analysis of the situation attached. The old women in village C also seemed 

to have presented a real story with slight embellishments. Although I was not aware of it at 

the time, in retrospect I can see that the assembled villagers would have been in no doubt 

that these past events were being referenced. The women were breaking with a ‘culture of 

silence’ by speaking of historical grievances which they had not been able to raise before. 

8.4.1 Old women village C 
“We the old women directed our special request to the men so that they can help us build the  

field dikes to keep water steady in the field.” Wife interview C. 

The old women’s play was about a wife whose husband would not help her in her rice paddy 

by building a bridge. She then took a lover who promised to do it in return for sexual favours. 
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The special request was that husbands should help their wives with difficult jobs to prevent 

infidelity18. During our fieldwork it became clear that the play replicated the situation of a 

woman who was an active member of the group: her husband gave her no money, and finding 

food was a problem. She often asked him to help her in her farming, but he always refused. 

In the past she had been vocal about how, initially, it was only the women who joined the rice 

yield project (the men had joined later as the village became more unified). She was the first 

wife in an ‘unhappy’ arranged marriage. Unusually, five years later her husband’s behaviour 

was unchanged, despite the play. This was probably because he had not attended or engaged 

with the programme: “He did not see the play, and he is not helping me” C.C7.W1. Then and 

now, lack of fish money remained a chronic problem for her. Although her husband was poor, 

it seemed to me that his failure to provide amounted to financial abuse: 

C.C7.W: He only buys rice, I only eat the raw groundnuts…I was never given money...I do 

not know where he takes his money to. Even [having] clothes to wear is a big problem for 

me, unless there is “asobi” clothes that the kafo used to buy when there is a 

programme...He is hard working, it is only that I do not receive any money from him. 

Wife interview C. 

In her interview she implied that she had participated in transactional sex for financial 

support, and even though she was an “old woman” she joined the young women in the salibo 

outing (8.4.3). She felt empowered by the condom education:  

C.C7.W1: In this case when there is a ceremony I will know how to move with other men. 

Diseases are rampant, I am not knowing who has the disease. This is why it’s important for 

me to prevent myself, or if I cannot control myself I can find a condom – so that we will all 

be on the safe side. 

MS: Has that knowledge helped her personally? 

C.C7.W: Yes it has helped me a lot! because I know how to deal with people and how to 

prevent myself from catching diseases Wife interview.  

 

18 The play was generally considered to be the most humorous in village C, with the woman who played the lover 
singing a humorous work song about how he has elephantiasis in one leg. 
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8.4.2 Young women village B 
In village B the young women performed a play about a husband who is financially, 

emotionally, and physically abusive. He did not give his wife fish money, was always going out 

with other women, and was excessively violent towards his wife. The special request was that 

husbands try to satisfy their wives’ needs, help them build good relationships to prevent 

infidelity, and stop wife beating. As in village C, there were about three women who were in 

abusive relationships. The most violent husband: “beat his wife every day and never 

compromised” B.F2. At one point his wife, who was not a Stepping Stones participant, needed 

to be taken to the hospital: “the villagers’ said let him go out of their village before he kills the 

wife in our village and put us in trouble” B.F219. The young woman’s play was a direct portrayal 

of this relationship, with the added prophecy that they would divorce. The women chose to 

intervene with their play “because we have all seen how the man wounded his wife” B.F2. 

8.4.3 Young women village C 
The young women of village C performed the most literal play, which was a retelling of one 

particular salibo outing (5.3.2). When they returned, many of their husbands were angry that 

they had not told them they were leaving, and there was a lot of IPV. The play reflected on 

financial and physical abuse, and reconstructed the incident, with the women playing the 

parts of the men and women. In the retelling, the woman playing the alkalo chastised the 

men for hypocrisy in not supporting their wives financially, and therefore obliging them to 

partake in salibo. Their special request was identical to that of the young women in village B 

– that the husbands should take care of the wives financially, improve dialogue with their 

wives, and stop wife beating.  

At the time of the original Stepping Stones programme, I had been completely unaware of 

this back story, but the villagers shared the story during our fieldwork because we had 

developed a good rapport. Salibo was a well-established tradition in village C and the villagers 

may have been guarded in discussing it because it was practiced more intensively in their 

locality: “If I could remember since our fore father’s such kind things of thing are not 

 

19 This respondent was in an abusive relationship herself, frequently being subject to quarrelling and threatening 
behaviour. Her case is further discussed in Ch. 9. 



Fieldwork – mechanism 

8—293 

happening in all areas of the Foni” C.FG.YM20. They may also have had concerns about being 

labelled un-Islamic.  

The young men said that nowadays wives might either facilitate or contest salibo, but that 

traditionally they would have had no say in the matter. Where they did contest it, it was more 

likely to be because of marital disharmony than an objection to the practice. This would make 

sense when we consider that both the husband and wife might participate in salibo at 

different times. According to the old men, the women in village C had made three previous 

salibo trips: “They went to W and X. The W people did not allow them so they went to Y and 

Z, they got a cow from Z”. C.FG.OM. According to the young women, however, they had only 

made one trip, and the men had received three. Perhaps some of the salibo outings 

mentioned by the men involved looking for patrons but not transactional relationships. If we 

accept the young wives’ account, then the one and only time the wives of village C attempted 

transactional salibo the men responded with violence: 

B: Y visited us two times, and they were welcomed by our husbands, there was no problem 

because by then we had not gone to X… 

I: You know if you go for salibo the men are the people who should welcome us. After they 

will call their wives and say “we have visitors from this village they have come for salibo”, 

then the women will come and greet us, welcome us. 

Trans: So when the women of Y came – what did your husband do? 

F: Those women were shared to each man. 

Trans: So how did their wives feel? 

F: For example: if [my husband] has one, he will take her to his friend and spend the night 

with her, so I will not know who he spend the night with, or where.  C.FG. Women.  

There appeared to be a local network of villages involved in salibo exchange which I suspect 

were chosen for reasons of proximity rather than kinship, since they did not all have the same 

patronym. However, in the young women’s salibo they seemed to have deliberately chosen a 

 

20 Ironically if we had known about Salibo, and Stepping Stone’s impact on it, our preliminary cost effectiveness 
evaluation of the programme would have been much more positive because change in behaviour in one village 
would have impacted on other communities in the salibo network. 
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village which had the same patronym, in order to make it more acceptable to their husbands: 

X are [the same patronym], they are our husbands, that is why we went there. They are 

[patronym] and [village C] is [patronym], X and C are the same. C.FG.YW.  

The young women went on salibo to village X: “because we are coming to have a programme 

and we go for salibo so that we can be able to support ourselves” C.F.KI. They needed to raise 

money for a kaday21 (party) for the old women. A kaday is “a programme e.g cooking food, 

dancing, etc and where the villagers will invite their relatives and friends, normally it is 

performed for one week”. C.FG.YW. The kaday was a fine imposed by the old women for a 

breach of etiquette because “our kafo went for farming and we were discussing how we have 

sex with our husbands”. Such penalties can be imposed for a number of transgressions against 

horomo (respect for elders) such as “asking an old women to dance”. The old women were 

not only aware of the salibo but were complicit, taking over the domestic labour while the 

young women were away. This is not surprising given that the old women also did salibo “we 

the old ones we are used to going to salibo without any problem” C.C7.W1. The violence 

occurred because the husbands were not aware their wives had gone. 

On their return many of the women were beaten “because the young women did not inform 

their husbands” C.C7.W1. The men had a violent response specifically because it was the 

young wives, and the men were jealous: “It is all the young women because they did not tell 

their husband, because if they take permission their husband will not allow them to do that” 

C.C8.W1. I imagine that, a hundred years ago, such a mass transgression might have been 

dealt with by summoning the kankurang, but in the present symbolic violence has been 

replaced by physical violence. There were also three older, violent husbands who were 

excessively jealous of their youngest wives, who are discussed in Ch. 9. This respondent’s 

niece was in one of these violent relationships, and also attended the salibo: “Since that time 

we never went again, our husbands had beaten their wives and some husbands wanted to 

divorce their wives because of that…Almost all the young women” C.C7.W1. 

The women felt justified in going for salibo, because even though their husbands did not want 

their wives to partake, they were happy to receive salibo from other women. They planned 

 

21 Kaday is a Mandinka word, the Jola word is ateelai. 
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the outing carefully; they prepared food for the children and arranged with the old women to 

care for them. They waited until all the men attended a wrestling competition and assigned 

lookouts in case they returned. They consulted the marabout and got a juju “so that…if you 

are going…[the men] cannot tell, and…they will not see you when you are going” C.F.KI. When 

they left, they concealed their party clothes in their buckets, so their husbands would think 

they were going to the farm. They had a plan to reconcile with their husbands on their return 

using intermediaries: 

I: Before reaching our homes, we met…and...made an agreement that if we go we will 

apologise to our husbands for not taking permission...we went to [ask] the alkalo and old 

women to talk to our husbands, but before the Alkali called everybody some were beaten, 

but after the meeting the men understood. 

A: The elders of the village decided to call a general meeting of all the men in the village, so 

that the women can be forgiven. It is not only this village where the women do that 

[salibo], but there are a lot of villages which do that, but despite that there are some men 

who beat their wives, some even want to divorce their wife, but because of the elders then 

they leave everything. C.F.KI. Two young women. 

We can now compare the description of the salibo episode above, with how the women retold 

in their salibo play (below). 

MS: When they decided to do the play what did they decide, how did they see it? 

I: It was that we all need changes, and we want our husband to be aware… 

F: It was that we the women decided to have a meeting [and decide] that we are going for 

salibo because our husbands did not give us fish money…After the meeting we go to where 

we want to go without the men knowing anything about us. After, the men realise that 

their wives are not here – they ask one another "where is my wife?"...they do not know 

where they have gone to. So both of them are very angry and they were saying "if they 

came we know what to do". 

Then when the women came back from the salibo some started to quarrel with their wife, 

some beat, some even divorce with their wife. And before that when we came back every 

one of us take out what the boyfriend give to us, – some say he give me two hundred 
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Dalasi some five, – to make the men very angry, because they do not give us anything for 

clothing, or even the children. 

Then I was the alkalo in the role play, and after the beating and quarrelling I called a 

meeting of the women...I asked the women – what was the meaning of all this?. Then they 

say that their husbands do not give them any money for their clothing, and their children 

too...while they are having money which they refuse to give them – they give the money to 

their girlfriends. 

Then, I say "you the women should bear in the house of your husband, I will talk to them". I 

call the men…for the meeting and say the reason for the meeting is that there is a lot of 

fighting in the village and I do not know the cause of it. Some of the men say that the 

women go without permission, and some say they leave the children alone in the house.   

I tell them that I asked the women and they say the cause of doing this is that you do not 

give fish money, neither the clothing for…them and the children, nor even the kerosene 

lamp, but they buy it for themselves. And one man...says, "it is time! for me – even my 

shoes – my wife bought them for me". Then I ask the men "Does your wife have a salary?" 

– he says no. "Is she having somebody in?"...he says no. "So where did she get the money 

from?" he says he does not know. Then I ask the second person, he says "for me my wife 

feeds me" then I ask the same question and he says no. 

Then I talk to them to give their wife money for fish...and clothing, and stop giving it to the 

other women, because there are a lot of sickness's all over, so let the men be fair to their 

wives, and the women too. 

Then, I – the alkalo – give a speech – that the men think the women are playful but that is 

not the case.  

MS: When they made that play how did they think the men would respond? 

F: We think that the men’s will learn their mistake, and will change their behaviour to us 

MS: So they felt comfortable that they would succeed? 

Both: Yes! 

MS: Did the alkalo like F's role play of him? 

F: Yes! he was very happy about it.  C.F.KI. Two young women. 

Stepping Stones is structured to provide a safe environment for men and women, young and 

old, to have a democratic voice, and to be persuasive capitalises on humour and 
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entertainment. Nevertheless, I was struck by how, despite the history of IPV, the women had 

no fear about asserting themselves in the play. I attribute this to a mutual desire by the men 

and women to improve the quality of their relationships. 

Although I had not anticipated the link between extramarital relationships and IPV, I was not 

surprised that the requests focussed on trade-offs between fish money and transactional 

relationships. This was because the starting point for the whole project was that there were 

risky ‘situations’ not ‘behaviours’ (Zwi 1993), and that gender inequality was driving 

transactional relationships which were, in turn, driving the HIV epidemic. We had already 

identified the generative theme of men not providing fish money during the adaptation 

process. I had changed the sequence of exercises to facilitate this line of thematic analysis in 

the programme. So, for example, I added exercises where peer groups drew pie charts 

illustrating what men’s and women’s money was spent on. Each group then presented their 

charts to the opposite gender. If the men did not provide fish money, the women were still 

expected to provide food for the family. Below are descriptions of the degree of financial 

support before and after Stepping Stones: 

MS: What was the special request that they ask the men? 

Both: It was the fish money and soap money. 

MS: But my memory was they ask the men to stop wife beating? 

Both: Yes that also is there, and also the women be allowed to visit their relatives.  

MS: Were they happy about the request, did they get all that they wanted? 

I: We are very happy…they give us whatever we ask of them, like [school] fees money, and 

they even give us soap to wash our clothes, and let us to visit our relatives, because the 

idea is that we do not have what we need; but now as we have all we need we do not go 

anywhere or get boyfriends outside. Even the ‘salibo’, when we went to X was all about the 

money. Two female key informants C. 

We can compare this to a comment by the schoolteacher (who was posted to the village from 

outside) recorded in 2000. 

Q: How are relations between men and women here? 
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A: The relation is very friendly, but then activity that is common – this sexual intercourse, is 

now abolished quite honestly. It's no longer happening here and if it is happening it is very 

hidden... 

Q: How much support did men give women, financially, emotionally and on the farm before 

the programme and now? 

A: At first everything is left with the women here...Men do not even give fish money...they 

only give the raw rice and fish, and the children will hustle for themselves and now knowing 

that if I should leave my wife without money the next thing she will do is to fish it outside, 

and perhaps the man who is going to give her will like to have a sexual relationship with 

the lady. Having that understanding they now hustle to make sure that everyday 

something is given to their wife. And because these youths here most of them are not 

married...they will tell their brothers to give money to their wives so that they will not go 

outside to ask other men to give them money.  Schoolteacher 2000. 

This woman, interviewed at the same time, describes how it used to be when women wanted 

to travel. Like fish money, permission to travel is still in the gift of the husband, but there is 

now an understanding that it should be given: 

A: Before Stepping Stones if you want to travel and you take permission and your husband 

refuses, you go on your own by-force. But now sometimes he refuses and we can put it into 

discussion until we understand each other and he will agree. You may also be lucky that 

when you tell him that you want to travel he will leave you to go.  Wife C 2000. 
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 Discussion 

8.5.1 The reflexive habitus 
“In the work of Pierre Bourdieu, symbolic violence denotes more than a form of violence 

operating symbolically. It is “the violence which is exercised upon a social agent with his or her 

complicity” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 2002, 167). Examples of the exercise of symbolic violence 

include gender relations in which both men and women agree that women are weaker, less 

intelligent, more unreliable, and so forth (and for Bourdieu gender relations are the paradigm 

case of the operation of symbolic violence)” (Lawler). 

Applying the MA, we would say that, at the beginning of the programme, the participants had 

a restricted cultural repertoire (habitus): “women may find themselves unable to envisage the 

kinds of changes that could bring them greater empowerment, precisely because prevailing 

social norms and limiting self-beliefs conspire to restrict their ability to re-imagine the horizons 

of the possible” (Cornwall 2016). An example of the interaction between cultural conditioning 

and cultural action was how ‘I statements’ caused a subtle transmutation of respect/horomo; 

from an observation of obedience to a statement for reconciliation (8.3.3)22. Only after the 

programme could the cultural repertoire be expanded. The voyage to empowerment started 

slowly, but sped up incrementally with each morphogenic change as new cultural and 

relational emergent properties emerged. 

In the introduction I told the story of the old woman’s facilitator who believed Stepping 

Stones was about fundamental Islamic values, but who thought critically about questions of 

faith (7.1, 7.3.1). In 6.3.1 I told the story of the young woman who protected her virginity as 

an example of a well embodied habitus. These two women became friends and would have 

seen themselves as being ideologically aligned about their role as wives, and their goal for 

Stepping Stones to preserve marriage. How should we explain the differences and similarities 

between them?  

 

22 Using ToP we could describe this is as a habitus-field interaction, however reducing the Stepping Stones 
intervention to a ‘change in the field’ is too non-specific to be helpful in elaborating a mechanism. 



Fieldwork – mechanism 

8—302 

The young woman has a relatively unshakable belief (disposition) towards her faith. The older 

woman has passed through several faiths, and reflexively converted to Islam; this was partly 

practical as it enabled her to be part of the community (a vested interest), and partly 

transcendental, because she saw it as an African rather than colonial religion (a personal 

concern). Critical Realism would place the two women at different locations on the journey 

towards the acquisition of personal identity (2.2.5). The young woman demonstrates 

communicative reflexivity and is passive in her acceptance of the prevalent cultural 

hegemony. The older woman demonstrates meta-reflexivity, constructs the cultural 

hegemony as a sexist ideology, and makes choices about the social role she wants to play in 

the community. The young woman also made reflexive decisions in pursuit of her goal, but 

unlike her friend’s they were not critical. Interestingly, these personal differences seemed to 

make no difference to their interaction or response to the Stepping Stones programme, 

because they shared a personal concern for the preservation of marriage, and a belief that 

women should be treated with respect. The young woman’s belief in marriage was an act of 

faith. The older woman’s belief was that divorced women suffer because of the structure of 

society.  

Both had constraints on their behaviour. The young woman has cultural constraints which are 

best described by the illusio and doxic practice of ToP (the equivalent of Freire’s limit 

situation). The old woman has structural constraints which are best described using MA as a 

reduction in interpretive freedom associated with her social position as a wife23. What they 

have in common is personal integrity – they share the personal concern of wanting the best 

outcome for women. This means that if they share the same analysis of the problem on a 

practical level, they will also share the same goal. The focus on marriage illustrates Bourdieu’s 

‘causality of the probable’, however, a critical realist would say that from the women’s 

perspective, improving marriage is a logical first step to improving their situation, from which 

numerous, new, contradictions and possibilities will emerge. By definition, emergence is the 

contradiction of the probable. 

 

23 We could use TOP to explain the outward performance of old woman’s role as conforming to the causality of 
the probable (3.6), but this cannot explain the critical objectivity she demonstrates in discourse.  
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In the MA the women’s social identity would be that of primary agents, however their 

personal identities have diverged: “Depending on the nature of personal experiences within 

(different) cultures and fields of struggle for (symbolic) power, an individual can acquire new 

reflexive and new intuitive funds of intercultural knowledge that he or she may previously not 

have known of and perhaps considered as unknowable or not worth knowing” (Pöllmann 

2016) p 9. A point of difference occurred when the older woman became critical of religion 

after her father was excommunicated. Now she speaks with meta-reflexivity about women’s 

corporate interests, an attribute associated with the social identity of a corporate agent or 

social actor. Both women are subject to the limit situations that come with being a primary 

agent; that is, they cannot change their role or position and have no structural recourse with 

which to promote gender equality. Therefore, in Stepping Stones both women had to 

confront the necessity of marriage as a limit situation. Consequently, they respond with the 

same limit act – a primary strategy to increase wives’ resources and protect them from IPV.  

Islam contains within it a CEP (the sanctity of marriage), which can be used to support the 

morphogenic cultural action proposed by the women. All groups legitimated their cultural 

action as being within Islamic teaching and although they recognised transformation had 

occurred, they perceived their habitus to be unchanged. They were ‘better Muslims’ not 

‘different Muslims’. This is no less true for the older woman than the younger woman. In 

achieving a degree of objectivity, the older woman is slightly ‘outside the system looking in’, 

however, she is still subject to her acquired dispositions, even if she chooses which ones to 

accept (respect and endurance), and which to reject (gender inequality). All this supports a 

‘reflexive habitus’: “Contrary to persistent misperceptions, habitus is neither diametrically 

opposed to nor irreconcilable with reflexivity. As a psychosomatic receptor, memory, and 

generative matrix, it both evolves from and mediates reflexive as well as intuitive contextually 

embedded practices. While undoubtedly forming a constitutive part of human agency, it by 

no means implies ‘the fate that some people read into it” (Pöllmann 2016) p 9. 
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8.5.2 Social drama & cultural action 
“To change gendered power relations and deeply rooted norms and values...calls for 

approaches that also work with those whose actions and attitudes affect others. Most 

importantly it requires a shift beyond individual behaviour change to approaches that can begin 

to tackle contextual factors such as poverty and discrimination” (Welbourn, Cornwall 2003) p9.  

I had not expected the dramas to replay previous events, and I found it interesting that the 

women used the dramas in this way, but the men did not. Stepping Stones is a performative 

programme, but Archer does not teach performative studies. She discusses the motivations 

of social agents in the cycle of social reproduction, including the individual’s concern with 

performance as a social actor, and its potential conflict with the life goals of the agent. As a 

realist however, she does not see all behaviour as performative (we are more than ‘just an 

act’) and for this reason she does not analyse the process of performance or ritual per se.  

Boal Augusto developed the theory of ‘theatre of the oppressed’ (Boal 2008), in which a key 

technique is forum theatre, where the difference between actors and spectators is blurred. 

In a direct attack on the objectification of oppression, the audience are invited to ‘step in’ or 

‘direct’ dramas of real-life situations to make them better, becoming ‘actors’ rather than 

‘spectators’. While drawing on forum theatre, the dramatic exercises in Stepping Stones are 

simplified, because true forum theatre requires skilled facilitation. The final plays are 

designed as simple performative pieces made to illustrate a point. The peer groups were given 

time to prepare their special requests and were encouraged to be strategic, so a reflexive 

purpose lay behind their plays. The presentations were not interactive, and audience 

feedback was not invited beyond the vote on whether to accept the special request. However, 

there are aspects of forum theatre in the salibo play, in that although it is premediated, they 

have chosen to make the situation ‘right’.  

The women ‘rewound’ and ‘replayed’ the original alkalo’s meeting but made the alkalo speak 

with their voice. Using the theatre of the oppressed, it would be easy to analyse the plays as 

a process in which we ‘re-consider our considerations through the considerations of others’ 

(Freire 2001) p 112. This would, however, ignore the tertiary structure of Stepping Stones as 

a journey, ‘event’, or performance. The women re-enacted a public ritual in the place it was 

previously enacted, the special requests ‘look forward’, however the salibo play also ‘looked 
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back’ at a previous grievance. Was this simply a plot device, or was a restorative process 

necessary for change? 

Turner invented the concept of ‘social drama’, which he defined as “units of harmonic or 

disharmonic social process, arising in conflict situations”. He first used it to describe ‘dramatic 

episodes’ in collective life such as African rituals, and later applied it to the dramatic arts. His 

perspective below seems to resonate with the fluidity and contradiction of Archer’s ‘Riddle of 

society”:  

“I came to see a social system or "field" rather as a set of loosely integrated processes, with 

some patterned aspects, some persistence’s of form, but controlled by discrepant principles 

of action expressed in rules of custom that are often situationally incompatible with one 

another24. 

This view derived from the method of description and analysis, which I came to call "social 

drama analysis" (Turner 1986) p3. 

For Turner (as for Archer), social life is alive with agents breaking norms while they try to 

change their social position, disrupting the system. On the other side, those who seek to 

maintain the social system may seek to restore order through ritual: "collective ritual can be 

seen as an especially dramatic attempt to bring some particular part of life firmly and 

definitely into orderly control. It belongs to the structuring side of the cultural historical 

process" (Turner 1974; 1977). Typically, sociodramas have four main phases of public action 

(Table 8-4). 

 

24 “Rules of custom that are often situationally incompatible” resonates with Bourdieu (polysemic reality), and 
Archer (conflicting cultural emergent properties). 

Table 8-4: Turner's phases of social drama. 
 Phase Description 
1.  Breach The crisis emerges, as one individual or group publicly breaches the 

common norm that regulates relationship between parties. This can 
relate to inherent contradictions in the social context. 

2.  Crisis The crisis widens and extends the gap between parties. 
3.  Redressive action The crisis is being negotiated using redressive mechanisms that exist in 

the society, and which have the goal to establish pre-crisis-like social 
peace. Public ritual usually serves this kind of purpose. 

4.  Reintegration “Resolution of the problem is being negotiated; the change is being 
legitimized” (Turner 1986) p4. 
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Freire and Augusto envisaged groups of the oppressed working together (which is not the 

case in Stepping Stones), whereas Turner considers oppressors and oppressed participating 

in the same ritual to manage conflict (which is like Stepping Stones). We can use social drama 

analysis to analyse the salibo episode, and how it changed in the salibo play. As the dominant 

group, it is the men’s narrative that is played out in the social drama surrounding the salibo 

episode, following which normative values are restored. These values might have remained 

unchallenged if Stepping Stones had not given the women an opportunity to disrupt them 

with their salibo play. Their sociodrama re-presented a previous social drama, at another 

social drama (the final day of Stepping Stones).  

From the men’s perspective, there had been a breach of ‘normative’ behaviour (asking 

permission to leave the compound), from the women’s perspective there had been a breach 

of ‘acceptable’ behaviour (IPV). Applying Turner’s model, we can also see that Stepping 

Stones is not simply about pedagogy, it is also about morphogenesis of narrative and conflict 

resolution, the final plays providing a ritualistic redressive action (Table 8-5).  

 
8.5.3 Negotiation 
Archer lays out the negotiating process between corporate agents in detail, and we can use 

this to frame the process by which IPV was abolished in these two communities. 

Table 8-5: Social drama analysis of the young women’s play. 
 

 Men’s social drama of the 
salibo episode. 

Women’s social drama in the 
salibo play. 

Breach The men believe the women should 
ask permission to go on salibo. 

Wives’ poverty.  
Poor financial support from husbands.  
Ongoing IPV for a few women. 

Crisis IPV following salibo. 
Redressive 
action 

The alkalo orders the husbands to 
cease violence.  
 

The alkalo stipulates; women are to be 
allowed freedom of movement, IPV 
should end, husbands must support 
their wives.  

 Reinforcement of normative values 
through legitimate channels. 

Transformation of normative values 
through limonoid channels. 

Reintegration Reinforce the symbolism of IPV, i.e. the 
husband is the head of the family, 
wives must obey their husbands.  

The male head of the family has 
financial obligations,  
“fornication can lead to disease – which 
is not accepted Islamically”. 

 Reintegration without resolution. Reintegration with resolution. 
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8.5.3.1 T1: Social-cultural conditioning prior to Stepping Stones 

Prior to Stepping Stones there was a situation of cultural and structural morphostasis, in 

which the patriarchal system had high systemic and social integration25. Women had different 

legal and economic rights (particularly around ownership of resources) which situated their 

status as intermediate between a man and a slave26. This structural morphostasis “indicates 

a monolithic form of social organisation with a superimposition of elites and heavy 

concentration of resources which together prevent crystallization of opposition – this 

subordinates the population thus allowing the social (or sectional) structure to be 

perpetuated” (Archer 1995) pp 310-311. 

Since daughter exchange is critical for the preservation of the patriarchy (5.2.1), Jola society 

conditions girls into the cultural role of ‘wife’27: “cultural morphostasis signifies the hegemony 

of systemisation or syncretism 28  at the cultural system level, accompanied by the socio-

cultural reproduction of ideas amongst a unified population” (Archer 1995) p 309. 

The MA and CP share an ontology and a vision of disempowerment29. Freire’s ‘oppressed’ are 

Archer’s ‘primary agents’. Like the ‘oppressed’ who are trapped in a ‘culture of silence’, 

primary agents trapped in a morphostatic system have “no visible (cultural system) 

alternatives for those with inaudible grievances to latch onto” (Archer 1995) p 309. The 

reproduction of the cultural system is controlled by Freire’s ‘dominant classes’ or, for Archer, 

‘corporate agents’. Faced with potential economic and physical violence, women (the 

oppressed/primary agents) may not perceive that it is in their vested interest to exit the 

 

25 Land ownership, spirituality, initiation, social norms, sanctions, and other factors all served to reinforce the 
patriarchy (Ch. 3, 5, 7, 8). According to Archer these types of traditional societies gave rise to “the myth of social 
integration”, present in early ethnography (Archer 1995) p309, but as we saw in Ch. 6 Jola society did change 
during the 20th century, it was the ownership of the means of production which was unchanged. 
26 The analogy with slavery is a pertinent one, because domestic slavery was still present in Jola society into the 
early part of the 20th century. Slave families were not shackled, but had to obey their owners, and could not own 
land or profit from their labour, legally this is like the status of a wife. The difference is that the wife also has status 
as an ambassador from her agnatic family, relations with whom are important to her affinal family. 
27 And boys into husbands, although boys have greater freedom of choice. 
28 Syncretism is the attempted reconciliation or union of different or opposing principles, practices, or parties, as 
in philosophy or religion (dictionary.com), e.g. Awasen and Islam. 
29 Probably because Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and Bhaskar’s Critical Realism, were both influenced by 
the Frankfurt School. 
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system30, because: “Subordination implies that there is no material interest group available 

to challenge Cultural System conditioning...by exploiting a fault line…This is...the effect of 

steep first order distribution of resources which confine the vast majority of agents to primary 

status” (Archer 1995) pp 310-311.  

This was the state of play between the genders at the beginning of Stepping Stones: “The 

general position of [each] group is made up of its placings on the hierarchies of wealth, 

sanctions, and expertise” (Archer 1995) p299. We can see that nearly all the resources are 

held by half the population (men). Archer’s use of the terms “wealth, sanctions and expertise” 

is important for the overall cohesion of her theory, but for the moment I will revert once again 

to Bourdieu’s ‘economic, social, cultural, and sexual capital’31.  

At the beginning of the morphogenic cycle primary agents and corporate agents (women and 

men) have different vested interests and ‘situational logics’. Men require wives for domestic 

labour and social reproduction. Women require husbands’ economic resources32. Therefore, 

for men and women marriage is a ‘necessary complementarity’ which must be protected33. 

Arranged marriage, on the other hand, is a ‘necessary complementarity’ for men, but a 

‘contingent incompatibility’ for women. That is, men may seek to protect arranged marriage 

to maintain the patriarchy, while women seek to eliminate arranged marriage for reasons of 

personal satisfaction and safety.  

However, there are CEPs (logical inconsistencies) in the cultural context e.g. the co-existence 

of the ‘virginity habitus’ and bukinorab. In Archer’s terms the social integration of burkinrob 

is high and the systemic integration of the sanctity of marriage is low, therefore the 

 

30 As primary agents their freedom to interpret their role is restricted and there are no alternative role-positions 
for them to escape to. 
31  My reason for doing this is because it emphasises that at the societal level, resources (‘capital’) can be 
transmuted from one form to another. However, I still consider ‘capital’ a misnomer because at the individual 
level resources can be valued for reasons other than their capital. In Archer’s schema sexual capital would count 
as a ‘liquid asset’, and therefore a form of ‘wealth’, while sanctions correlate to ‘social capital’, because on a day-
to-day level most sanctions are enacted by the community rather than the state. An important difference is that 
Archer includes ‘ideas’ as a resource, whereas Bourdieu sees these as determined by capital via the misrecognition 
of disinterested transaction incorporated in habitus, (‘central conflation’).  
32 As women who refuse arranged marriage could be deprived of their economic support (7.3.2, 7.3.3). 
33 Additionally, in a country without a social security system, it is the children of the family will support the elderly, 
and a separated woman must leave her children.  
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maintenance of both traditions simultaneously is a “necessary contradiction”. As corporate 

agents, the patriarchs sanctioned two conflicting emergent properties, maintaining both in 

their roles as husbands and lovers. As primary agents, women are relatively unable to change 

culture because of their restricted interpretive freedom, but they may have increased 

extramarital relationships as a response to economic gender inequality, caused indirectly by 

colonisation. Monetisation would also have facilitated transactional relationships. 

Archer utilizes Blau’s description of the situational logic of the subordinated. Blau refers to 

group ‘X’ and group ‘Y’, but if we replace these with ‘husband’ and ‘wife’, it provides a good 

description of the wives’ situational logic. The logic dictates that wives must: 

“Do everything they can to avoid being reduced to complete dependence on husbands. This 

involves a constant effort to prevent the exchange rate becoming unfavourable, by 

increasing the desirability and exclusivity of wives’ resources or services to husbands.  

They must work at keeping alternative supply lines open and accumulating supplies, thus 

increasing independence from husbands;  

developing strong organisation to compel husbands to behave differently; and  

propagating counter-ideologies which undermine husbands’ right to use resources in the 

way they do” (Blau 1964; Archer 1995) p302.  

Polygyny mitigates against wives increasing the ‘exclusivity of their services to husbands’, but 

extramarital relationships are a way that the women could ‘keep alternate supply lines open’. 

After the programme, belief in HIV increases the desirability of ‘exclusivity’ of unprotected 

sex with spouses. 

The young women’s request in village C provides a useful vehicle, for exploring the overall 

effect of the programme using Archer’s taxonomy of primary, secondary, and tertiary 

morphogenesis. In the MA, the acquisition of personal identity (defined by projects and 

concerns) conforms to the change process in Stepping Stones. Changes in personal identity 
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occurred for men and women: changes in social identity only occurred for women, because 

they started in the subordinate role34.  

Primary morphogenesis 

Any changes to the social structure or culture, which follow interaction between agents, are 

termed primary morphogenesis. This means they are ‘outcomes’, and not ‘mechanisms’, and 

are therefore discussed in Ch. 9. However, at this point, it is worth reviewing the existing 

mechanism of social reproduction (M1) that came to be transformed.  

In this study, the primary cultural morphogenesis was improved dialogue between husbands 

and wives, with the ending of IPV. In the salibo story, Archer’s restricted ‘interpretation of 

role’ seems more relevant than Bourdieu’s ‘habitus’. Women had to restrict their role and 

alter their behaviour, to ‘stay’ successfully with their husband’s family 35 . We must also 

consider the legacy of the physical violence the husbands inflicted during the salibo episode. 

Where symbolic violence had failed, physical violence succeeded in re-imposing the 

normative value of wifely obedience, until the arrival of Stepping Stones. During this period, 

the dominant narrative was the husbands’ view, that their wives had transgressed. Even 

though it is against traditional values to withhold fish money, the legacy of the violence was 

to submerge the women’s account of poverty in a ‘culture of silence’.  

To the agent, poverty and violence are not cultural ‘things,’ but threats to survival. The 

suffering they entail points a finger to injustice: “reflection is about the world and therefore 

cannot be independent from the way the world is. We are not free to construe it as we 

please...because the world’s powers in relation to our own prevent us, for example from taking 

threats to the body as unthreatening (rather than their being of less concern than other 

commitments)” (Archer 2000) p313. In Freire’s view, this is the tension between identification 

with the oppressor and their dominant ideology, and the human desire for self-actualisation. 

For this reason, improved dialogue, and the abolition of IPV had large implications for the 

mechanism of social reproduction a.k.a. marriage. How was this achieved? 

 

34 The MA also underlines the wisdom of placing intergender negotiation in Stepping Stones, because it sees all 
social identity as negotiated and described how this process governs cultural morphogenesis. 
35 Freire would say that the role of ‘wife’ is a cultural ‘limit-situation’. 
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8.5.3.2 T2-T3: Pedagogy and morphogenesis 

“Students must be able to analyse competing power interests between groups and individuals 

in society. They must be able to identify who gains and who loses in specific situations. They 

must be made aware that privileged groups often have an interest in supporting the status quo 

to protect their advantages” (McLaren 2007) p 127. 

The situation described in 8.5.3.1 defines the ‘first order bargaining power’ of men and 

women. The next step (T2 – T3), involves interaction between the participants, which has two 

functional elements: negotiation (social identity) and personal change (personal identity), to 

which the participants added a third – legitimation.  

Secondary morphogenesis 

“The specific focus of critical pedagogy is the changing role of subjectivity in power relations, 

transformation of those relations, and discourse as a transformative act” (Torres 1998) p11. 

The key “learning” component of Stepping Stones was that participants came to believe that 

HIV is real and sexually transmitted (Paine 2002). The HIV epidemic is a new structural 

emergent property (SEP), which for negotiating purposes, changes husbands and wives’ 

extramarital relationships into a mutual threat. Although the HIV epidemic is an SEP, belief in 

the epidemic is a cultural emergent property (CEP)36. The decision to accept or reject CEPs is 

usually made by corporate rather than primary agents and is therefore subject to negotiation. 

If it is accepted, husbands and wives will be placed in a position of co-dependence, where 

they are each responsible for the other’s protection. This changes their situational logic37. 

When it comes to ideological reinterpretation (cultural action), Freire and Archer agree that 

at T1 the oppressed/primary agents may not even have the cultural tools to analyse their 

situation. Similarly, the oppressors may be over-invested in an ideology which impedes their 

 

36 At first glance, belief in the HIV epidemic might explain my first dissonance, (if changes are mutually beneficial, 
why had they not made these changes before) as this was a novel situation requiring a novel response, but this 
would be naïve. Stepping Stones was introduced precisely because there was active denial that the HIV epidemic 
existed, presumably because it was disruptive to the social order. 
37 Potentially there were several cultural solutions to the conundrum of self-protection by ABC, e.g., all parties 
could continue existing behaviours but use condoms. However, in keeping with the expressed desire for ‘divorce 
prevention’, at T2 the participants of both villages favoured a primary strategy of increasing the ‘exclusivity of 
services’ to each other, under the aegis of Islamic marriage. Condom use was a secondary strategy.  
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creativity and ability to resolve internal contradictions, including those that impact on their 

own wellbeing.  

“By adopting a set of ideas the structural interest group enmeshes itself in a particular 

form of cultural doctrine and its associated problems. Necessarily, then, material interest 

groups become subject to some form of situational logic in the cultural domain. They may 

not make the most ingenious contributions to correction or protection, they may not make 

the most inventive arguments competitive arguments or the most innovative departures38” 

(Archer 1995) p306 39. 

Stepping Stones enabled wives to negotiate. The Free Dictionary defines ‘to enable’ as “To 

supply with the means, knowledge, or opportunity to do something”. None of these things 

were available to women in the pre-existing morphostatic society, but Stepping Stones 

provided all three. The ‘means’ was the democratisation of social space using fission/fusion 

technique. The ‘knowledge’ was the thematic analysis that allowed participants to “identify 

who gains and who loses in specific situations” (McLaren 2007). The ‘opportunity’ was that 

Stepping Stone’s increased self-efficacy, and knowledge of the imminent threat from HIV.  

‘Negotiating power’ is a relational concept specific to the two groups of corporate agents that 

are negotiating. For economic reasons, men have a choice about initiating extramarital 

relationships, while women may feel they have no choice. The threat of HIV places a new 

value on husbands having exclusive access to the sexual capital of their wives but is otherwise 

cost-neutral to them. This increases the value of women’s sexual capital, and therefore their 

negotiating power. When wives stop their participation in extramarital relationships, they 

undertake to exchange sexual capital for economic capital, exclusively with their husbands, 

relinquishing their ‘alternative supply lines’40.  

 

38  “...but they will have to keep abreast of them and attain sufficient mastery over syncretic formulae, the 
systemised conspectus of their ideational opposites, to engage in public discourse proficiently” (Conspectus = a 
brief summary or overview of an extensive subject).  
39 And Bourdieu would say many of the reasons behind syncretic formulae will become forgotten giving rise to 
“culture”. 
40 As we know however some wives continued discrete brother-Bukinorab relationships despite making this 
undertaking, so they were more powerful still (11.3.3).  
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Archer describes a ‘modus vivendi’ of how interest groups compete in the flow of society to 

achieve their need to express their vested interests: “Primary agents have a vested interest in 

acquiring the powers of collective action…Only in this way can they aspire to become active 

participants in society’s decision making. Only if they do, can they hope to re-design the social 

array of roles, such that the positions available to them are ones in which they willingly invest 

themselves, and thus become the kinds of ‘social selves’ with whom they can voluntarily 

identify” (Archer 2000) p269. Cultural morphogenesis is thus a product of the interaction 

between social groupings. Archer uses the terms double morphogenesis, or secondary 

morphogenesis, for the inevitable and reciprocal change in social groupings which 

accompanies morphogenesis: 

“social or socio-cultural interaction is explained by the changing interrelationship between 

the structures of resource distributions and the structure of material and ideal invested 

groups. This is how interaction mediates the social context, ultimately effecting societal 

elaboration (or recursiveness). Thus all transactions, as processes of exchange and power, 

involve the use of resources, namely political sanctions, liquid assets and expertise”  

(Archer 1995) p29741. 

The problem was not the women’s world view, but the structural and cultural constraints that 

prevented them expressing it. Under normal arrangements the women have to accept the 

role of wife and mother as allocated to them. In Archer’s terms they are ‘primary agents’ who 

“can neither articulate projects nor mobilise for their attainment. They cannot interact 

promotively but only re-act atomistically. Antipathetic reactions are restricted to the quiet 

cherishing of grievances or doubts, the lone rebelry of sacrilege or insubordination, or personal 

withdrawal” (Archer 1995) p 262. 

Men on the other hand have social roles (head of; the village, initiation, mosque, family etc.) 

which give them the opportunity of working collectively to reshape society. They are considered 

‘corporate agents’ because they can make cultural changes in their collective interest42; changes 

 

41  Like Bourdieu, Archer is transactional but only in the context of negotiation. The shift from primary 
agent/oppressed to corporate agent, is a collectively taken step towards empowerment but not necessarily 
liberation. 
42 See the story of the kumpo mask 4.4.3. 
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derived from the cultural, structural, or personal emergent properties available to the 

community 43. During the salibo episode, men acted as corporate agents and women as 

primary agents, which is why the women’s voices were unheard. Stepping Stones reorganised 

social space more equitably, enabling women to become corporate agents in the 

morphogenic cycle, and communicate the cultural inconsistencies that affected them: 

“Freire's dialogical model, which set the stage for respectful and tolerant dialogue, becomes 

a basic pedagogic devise in the construction of public spheres” (Torres 1998) P18, (Fig. 37). 

 

Figure 38: How Stepping Stones re-orders social space and identity. 
 

Prior to Stepping Stones the women had no recourse to change their situation beyond, “the 

lone rebelry of sacrilege or insubordination”44. Faced with major structural constraints, most 

 

43 The difference between men and women’s status as corporate and primary agents is perhaps most explicit in 
at initiation, whereas the boy’s curriculum is flexible and created in each generation by the elder men, the girl’s 
curriculum is an a more mundane instruction in obedience copied from one ceremony to the next (7.3). 
44 Perhaps taking a boyfriend is a form of insubordination. 
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women did not confront the social order; the women who were beaten did not leave their 

partners, the women without fish money did not ask their parents to intercede, and so on45. 

During Stepping Stones, each group had equal inputs and preparation time, and when they 

presented their work to the other groups there was no space for criticism. Secondary 

morphogenesis concerns the changes to agency that occur through regrouping, as people 

interact with each other. 

Change is social identity is made possible. 

by the reorganisation of social space. 

Bourdieu points out that contact with people who have different perspectives and factual 

knowledge can disrupt the relationship between habitus and social field (Table 0-2, Annex D). 

As we have seen, however, the facilitators had a similar habitus to the participants. Therefore, 

the ‘questioning of the field’ is a questioning of the participants by themselves, guided by the 

Stepping Stones exercises. Only Freire can explain this process as the revealing of limit-

situations through dialogue and thematic analysis (“social way of knowing”), the first steps 

towards this being the development of group trust, sharing, and reduced isolation. In the final 

special request, there was the pedagogic invitation to be transformative which would have 

been a new experience for the women.  

Critical pedagogy creates social actors: 

Acquisition of personal identity defines steps in conscientisation. 

Acquisition of social identity defines steps in empowerment. 

As groups move from their bargaining position to negotiation, there can be “three sorts of 

elaboration...the confluence of desires, power-induced compliance and reciprocal exchange” 

(Archer 1995) p296. The situation at T1 was one of ‘power-induced compliance’ as women 

 

45  They did however try to improve their economic situation within the social order by participating in 
development projects. 
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are expected to obey men. The change in women’s status from primary to corporate agents 

(secondary morphogenesis) enabled them to negotiate a ‘reciprocal exchange’ between 

extramarital relationships, financial support and IPV (primary morphogenesis). Once the 

women had proposed a cultural alternative, it then existed as a CEP irrespective of whether 

it was adopted. Therefore, at T3 the cultural landscape had irrevocably changed, and the men 

were faced with a choice. 

“For the first time they are presented with cultural alternatives and the ineluctable force of 

Pluralism is that they must now choose to come down on one side or the other. The cultural 

context has shifted beneath their feet and this means that there is no longer anything 

‘automatic’ about the ideas they endorse and work with. Certainly they may be 

compromised by their past ideational commitments but on the other hand the opportunity 

costs for support of the old syncretic or systemised formula have risen and the benefits 

derived from them have fallen as they no longer provide a steady source of social unity” 

(Archer 1995) p 317. 

As we had predicted the husband’s engagement with the process was important, because in 

the absence of structural morphogenesis, a change in the wife’s role had to be ‘given’ by the 

husband46. Having organised as corporate agents, the wives demanded that they became 

partners in marital decision-making47.  

The structure, content, and presence of the Stepping Stones programme was necessary to flip 

the society out of morphostatic reproduction. The structure of Stepping Stones increased the 

self-efficacy of the subordinate because fission and fusion provided safety in the public 

sphere; to conduct thematic analysis, develop personal skills and realise corporate agency. 

The thematic content in Stepping Stones is culturally disruptive because the subordinate can 

produce a cultural alternative through conscientization. The combination of conscientization 

and corporate agency induces a state of low social integration in the middle of the 

intervention. Culturally, a society with low social integration and high systemic integration is 

 

46 Prior to Islamisation women could influence society as spiritually powerful shrine guardians (3.3.3).  
47 In other situations, corporate agents might lobby for, or create, substantive positions for their representatives, 
or assign special intra-group roles to themselves or members of their group. This also occurred to a degree, but 
without structural change these women were without statutory power. 
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one of ‘contingent complementarities’, when new opportunities that resonate with social and 

cultural properties stimulate opportunism, and morphogenesis may occur (Archer 1995). The 

dominant are then confronted with a Hobson’s choice: whether to continue with low social 

integration or return to high social integration by accepting the changes through a process of 

reciprocal exchange.  

Legitimacy and the impact of habitus. 

“In the cultural realm, if there is contradiction between two beliefs or two theories it remains a 

purely logical matter, existing out there in the “Universal Library”, but is inert until and unless 

someone wants to uphold one of those ideas” (Archer 2007) p12. 

A new cultural discourse was legitimated at T 3/4 in the same way as social conditioning was 

legitimated by the previous corporate agents at T1. Emergent powers are only brought to life 

if they are relevant to a personal project developed from an individual’s concerns (required 

in Stepping Stones) and may be congruous or incongruous to the specific project. There was 

a necessary incompatibility (constraining contradiction) between Islam and the traditional 

practice of bukinorab, mediated by arranged marriage. Islam dictated that the husband must 

support the wife, the wife should not divorce the husband, and they should be faithful to each 

other. However, to preserve the patriarchal system, arranged marriage necessitated the 

possibility of romantic engagement through extramarital relationships as a containment 

strategy. The fact that non-Islamic practices such as bukinorab were not seen as morally 

reprehensible, either before or after Stepping Stones, is an example of pragmatism in the 

pursuit of vested interests. Since these views are logically inconsistent, ultimately the 

contradiction needed to be repaired or corrected by reinterpreting one or the other.  

From the women’s perspective we can see that bukinorab was incongruous with their 

concerns for financial support, because financially they may have had little choice as to 

whether to participate, and they ran the risk of sanction, neither of which were true for their 

husbands. The responsibilities of husbands under Islam were, however, congruous with their 

project. The women used the inherent cultural contradiction between Islam and Awasen 

practice as a ‘fault line’’ which could be used to legitimate change. 
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Structurally, there were many reasons why it was not be in either party’s interest to change 

the institution of marriage. In the absence of a welfare system, personal survival is dependent 

on the survival of the family, and the kinship system provides the social safety net. My 

dissonance about women continue to support a disempowering institution of marriage 

relates to the fact that there was cultural, but not structural morphogenesis, specifically, 

there was no discussion of change that would enable them to own the means of production48. 

We can examine women’s support for Islamic marriage from a personal, structural and 

cultural perspectives (table 8-6). 

  

 

48 Islam does not give the husband rights to his wives’ property, this practice originates in the Jola tradition of 
daughter exchange in which the wife’s re/productive labour is exchanged (or rented), so she farms her husband’s 
land but has no usufruct rights in her mother’s village (unlike her son). Therefore, as the fieldworker claimed, 
women could have financial independence within Islamic marriage I was unaware of this when I adapted Stepping 
Stones and so there is no material about this in the programme. Given that the fieldworker had previously been 
subject to ‘moral guidance’ from the elders of her village about her conduct as a wife, I suspect it was ‘controversy’ 
that inhibited her from advocating her ideas more widely. The communities showed no interest in such radical 
change, presumably because it went against doxic beliefs. The Islamic interpretation of inheritance, emergency 
contraception and FGM were discussed in Stepping Stones, while the participants themselves reinterpreted the 
received Islamic position on condom use, however, we did not specifically discuss the relationship between 
structural systems and religion.  
It is interesting that in 2003, on the brink of modernity, Islam rather than a civil rights discourse was used for 
legitimation. Participants may have seen civil rights discourse ‘step in the wrong direction’ or a ‘step too far’ that 
could cause controversy because it would challenge patriarchal relations of production, however approaching 
modernity could have facilitated cultural morphogenesis by making change in general seem inevitable. 

Table 8-6: Motivations for women to support the marital system. 

1. Personal: Socially conditioned life goal 
Jola childhood is orientated to marriage, which therefore becomes a disposition (habitus), and an 
ultimate concern at T1. 
2. Structural: Vested interest 
Women’s support marriage as an exercise in pragmatism, as pre-existing structural arrangements 
that could mobilise considerable economic, social, and physical violence in their defence. 
3. Cultural: Limit situation/unacknowledged conditions of action 
Being a Muslim was beyond question for most people, so it was never considered that the cultural 
actions following Stepping Stones could lie outside of Islamic discourse, and therefore related limit 
situations were less likely to be identified in thematic analysis. Archer calls these situations 
‘unacknowledged conditions of action’ (Archer 2007) p17.  
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Unacknowledged conditions of Action. 

Bourdieu saw legitimation as the practice of misrecognising a transaction as a belief, which 

consequently operates an unseen as well as a seen hand, in structuring people’s experience49. 

Here is Archer on the subject: 

“There are a number of ways in which both structural and cultural factors can affect 

people’s motivation and hence, the projects that they will formulate. However, for such 

social factors to be influential they do not first have to become internalised as part of the 

subject’s dispositions. Indeed some of the ways in which they work – such as giving 

situational encouragement or discouragement – are incompatible with the notion of prior 

internalisation. Someone’s projects cannot be discouraged, and thus reduced in the light of 

their circumstances if their expectations have already been adjusted downwards. In that 

case discouragement would never occur” (Archer 2007) p18. 

This statement may seem a sleight of hand, as I have already discussed in 8.5.1 (the reflexive 

habitus) diminished expectations are partially internalised, (Bourdieu’s ‘causality of the 

probable’), and we should note that just because social factors “do not have to first become 

internalised” does not mean they never are50. However, Archer goes on to point out that this 

is not the same for all people, depending on their PEPs. This is supported in our data by the 

frequent occurrence of women who either refused to comply with arranged marriage or 

divorced (5.2). However, women took a pre-existing ultimate concern (for a good marriage) 

with them into the programme, and their cultural action facilitated the achievement of this 

life goal51.  

Ultimate concerns such as life goals relate to matters of personal integrity laid down in 

childhood. I had paternalistically failed to consider that a successful marriage (rather than 

more resources) could be the ultimate concern for the women. I was surprised because it was 

not my ultimate concern for them, and therefore I had not recognised it in my adaption of 

 

49 There are several different social systems within the Islamic world, but ‘discursive penetration’ of religion’s role 
in supporting these local systems is generally poor. 
50 For example, fear of witches is a disposition, a fearful unprocessed primary emotion that is almost immutable. 
51 This could be expected, given Stepping Stones is a short, focussed programme, and does not aim to totally 
deconstruct society. 
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Stepping Stones. If tension and unhappiness originate in conflict between social role and life 

projects, then the resolution will require modification, or creation of social roles to create a 

better fit. As discussed, women had no substantive position of power in the village which 

enabled them to speak, and after Stepping Stones they still only have representation through 

their Stepping Stones kafo. However, they modified their role as wives by demanding that 

their husbands consulted them about household decisions, even though their husbands 

retained the first say. This is a tertiary morphogenesis of social role. 

Stepping Stones led to a change in the women’s role from wife to partner, 

but there was no change in their social position. 

 Conclusion. 
“The maintenance of ideas which stand in manifest logical contradiction or complementarity to 

others, places their holders in different ideational positions…create different situational logics 

for them. These effects mould the context of cultural action…which predisposes towards totally 

different (formal) courses of action” (Archer 1995) P229. 

Whilst we were implementing Stepping Stones, Alice Welbourne, Rachel Jewkes (Stepping 

Stones SA), and myself were, at times, concerned that we might be reinforcing gendered 

obedience. Jewkes concluded that: “Feminist consciousness for these women involved not the 

overthrow of the established gender order, but a selective blending of traditional and 

modernist ideas on gender in a way that gave them considerably more power in their day-to 

day dealings with intimate relationships” (Jewkes 2012) p 1736. I now believe we confused 

Table 8-7: Key components of the Stepping Stones mechanism. 
 

1. The reorganisation of social space gave the women an equal voice to the men.  
2. Critical dialogue led to conscientization. 
3. Organising women as corporate agents enabled them to advocate for their vested interests. 
4. As a sociodramatic event Stepping Stones facilitated the re-framing of narratives for 

reconciliation, consensus, and legitimation. 
5. Facilitated negotiation between men and women established community wide policies.  
6. Action plans facilitated implementation of these policies 
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empowerment with assertiveness. Assertiveness is about not being afraid to express one’s 

needs, clarity as to what those feelings are, respect for other’s feelings, and removing 

emotion from the conversation. If we regard empowerment as the ability to transform our 

environment, we can see that assertiveness may contribute to dialogue, which is one step in 

the journey to empowerment. Participants options for change are initially subject to 

numerous limit situations but increase under the new social order as more personal, cultural 

(and perhaps relational) emergent properties are created with the passage of time. This 

chapter describes how, although the participants interpreted Stepping Stones was by in the 

context of their pre-existing systems of meaning, the restructuring of social space and 

narrative, means that the ‘changed’ mechanism (M2) is a new, parallel, system of cultural 

action rather than a revision of the existing mechanism (M1). As oppressed/primary agents, 

the women articulated their concerns (discernment) through collective thematic analysis, and 

reclaimed the public sphere. This enabled their socialisation to become corporate agents, 

take their place at the negotiating table with men as ‘a class for themselves’. Negotiated role 

change (personification into social actors) and increased gender equity, enabled them to be 

humanised by acting on their environment alongside men. As a sociodrama the programme 

facilitated a new narrative to establish consensus, promote restorative justice, and legitimate 

change in social norms. 

The reflexive, performative and participatory nature of the exercises contain enough 

flexibility for participants to culturally appropriate them and produce culturally appropriate 

solutions. The facilitators and participants reframed and reinterpreted my programme into 

an Islamic one. The cultural competence of the facilitators meant that they were able to 

identify complementarities and contradictions that would engage the participants. However, 

the facilitators and participants also used the programme to pursue their ultimate concern 

for a good marriage/divorce prevention; sometimes this was because of doxa and sometimes 

because they had made a pragmatic assessment of their social ‘conditions of possibility’. In 

South Africa, Gibbs et al noted that it was important for facilitators to model an alternative 

but compatible gender identity, but worried that this led to facilitators ‘picking their battles’ 

and not exploring every negative preconception (Gibbs 2020b). I felt that the Gambian 

facilitators’ reinterpretation of the programme originated in their own ‘ultimate goals’ and 

was pure ‘cultural action’ because it promoted a (subtle) shift in social practice and cultural 
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values. The participants had indeed transformed Stepping Stones into the “Islamic” 

programme the fieldworker described. 

Culturally appropriate interventions will be culturally appropriated. 

In Ch 10 I look at the ‘outcome’52. I examine whether primary and secondary morphogenic 

changes that occurred in the intervention phase were maintained and look for signs of long-

term tertiary morphogenesis. We collected our data five years after Stepping Stones, during 

which period we can imagine an infinite number of morphogenetic cycles, each building on 

the social change (or stasis) created by the cycle before. Did the communities continue to 

build on the programme, or allow the change process to falter? (Table 8-8). 

If we conceptualise this process as a social drama, then Stepping Stones is leaving the 

‘redressive phase’ for the next act, a period of ‘reintegration’ with continuing negotiation, 

resolution, and legitimation. 

 

52 Or perhaps, since pedagogic interventions live as long as their participants, a ‘partial outcome’. 

Table 8-8: How do we know if morphogenesis continues? 
 

Primary Were the special requests approved at the meeting of the satee kafo sustained. 
Secondary Were the women empowered, what happened to their ability to transform their 

society and to the bonds formed within the peer groups, did the women continue 
as corporate agents and was their voice heard? 

Tertiary Was there any change in the social roles (or positions), available to women? Did 
they continued as primary or corporate agents, or become social actors? 
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Fieldwork: Outcome 
 

 

 

“The concept of hegemonic masculinity…should explicitly acknowledge the 

possibility of democratizing gender relations, of abolishing power differentials, 

not just of reproducing hierarchy. A transitional move in this direction requires an 

attempt to establish as hegemonic among men...a version of masculinity open to 

equality with women”.  

Raewyn Connell (Connell 2005) p. 853. 
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 Elaborating culture to prevent violence

“The curse which lies upon marriage is that too often the individuals are joined in 

their weakness rather than in their strength – each asking from the other instead 

of finding pleasure in giving”.  

Simone de Beauvoir (de Beauvoir 1983). 
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 Introduction 
When I interviewed fieldworkers, who had been involved in the Stepping Stones programme, 

their main observation was a strengthening of the bonds (relational goods) between the 

participants and the community in general. This was exhibited as an increased willingness to 

share and co-operate.  

The fieldworkers who were related to village C had, on their many visits, all noticed changes 

in gendered power, starting from the initial sensitisation meeting. While we would meet with 

the whole community, we would normally be asking for consent to the study from the alkalo 

and the patriarchs. This time, however, the women dealt with the entire process of the 

sensitisation meeting. I recorded this conversation with the male translator, for whom the 

“whole village are my in-laws”. 

Trans: So you see the woman dominate the whole agends now because we only meet with 

woman – you remember – we discuss, they ask us…what is our mission, so it was explained 

to them...they went back to their various households, and they tell their husbands why we 

are here. So they are having the upper hand, they are now overiding the decisions, I do not 

know whether you have seen that? 

MS: I have, last year when we came I brought a sack of rice, and the women sat on that 

verandah, all of them , a big sensitisation meeting, and all the men sat on this one. And the 

women wanted to make a party with the rice, and the men wanted to distribute it for 

feeding. And the women would not back down, so in the end the alkalo said OK we'll divide 

it, half the sack is women's rice, half the sack is mens rice, women do what they want to do 

and men do what they want to do.  C.FD. 

The villagers were quite clear that substantial change had occurred following the Stepping 

Stones programme. In our original study, the identified outcomes at one year were improved 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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STI knowledge, dialogue, condom use, and diffusion of innovation (Table 1-6). There was also 

improved financial support by husbands. Five years later these women reiterated those 

changes, and added improved village unity and cessation of IPV: 

I: Stepping Stones has brought a lot of changes because we have help at the clinic, new 

housewives, unity in the village, dialogue between couples and no wife has been beaten. 

F: and knowledge on how to prevent ourselves from STIs, HIV, AIDS. 

I: Men have changed after Stepping Stones because they have stopped wife beating, they 

sit together with their wives and discuss their problems together; and also the use of 

condoms.  C.FG.YW.  

But how exactly was IPV prevented, what did the villagers mean by dialogue, and how could 

that have shifted the gender balance of power?  

In this chapter I describe how Stepping Stones increased social solidarity between spouse, 

peers and in the community, and I detail how the villagers eliminated IPV through individual 

and collective action. I discuss changes in the social practice between husbands and wives; 

how wives continued to act collectively as corporate agents; how despite their being no 

change in the subordinate social position of wives, their social role changed from 

‘subordinate’ to ‘partner’; how this change in role became more established with time; and 

how women’s inclusion in household decision-making changed social norms around arranged 

marriage.  

I also explore the cases of two marginal women who did not appear to derive any benefit 

from the programme, and how protected, discreet/clandestine extramarital relationships 

continued, suggesting a tolerance for discordance between cultural norms and personal 

practice. 

 Dialogue and identity 

9.2.1 Marriage, and the habitus of “sitting” 
The differences between village B and C have already been noted. In village B relations 

between men and women were generally better than in C, with fewer women affected by 

violence. After Stepping Stones, there was increased constructive dialogue in both villages: 
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“what was most impressive was…the discussion of dialogue between couples and the family” 

B.KI.M.  

In village C there was a general problem of husbands excluding their wives from decision-

making and not supporting them financially, as well as several violent relationships. These 

problems improved with the conflict resolution and relationship skills contained within 

Stepping Stones. There seemed to be evidence of secondary morphogenesis in that, although 

the women’s position had not changed in relation to their husbands, their role changed as 

they became included in decision-making. Thus, as partners in running the household they 

could still be considered as corporate agents. I recorded many observations made by 

translators who were related to village C. I could not see it, but as soon as they walked into a 

courtyard it was obvious to the translators that men and women were “sitting” together and 

talking, whereas previously the men would not be around. The words “sit” and “sitting” were 

used repeatedly.  

FW2: I saw it was a big change from before I went...If you go there you will meet them 

sitting with their husbands. Before...the first day we went there, some were sitting there, 

their husbands were not even [there]...but if you go there you know that there are changes 

because they are chatting with their husbands and other sorts of things. Ex YW facilitator C. 

The women did not seem to contest that Jola society is patriarchal, and it appeared to be a 

part of their habitus: “The men’s views are more powerful because they are the one who 

brought us [into the community], so whatever they decide we accept” C.FG.W. However, the 

husband’s power is normally symbolised by the fact that their word is final, that they have 

the “first say”. The male translator felt that this had become reversed: “The women have got 

the upper hand now, what they say is final...[in] every household here the woman is 

dominating the husband...if the wife says no it’s going to end there, that's whats happening 

here” C.FG 1-5. Below is his description of an interaction between his sister and brother-in-

Law (F).  

O: The other day we were just sitting here, F was discussing with me he wants to make this 

for our breakfast, now he calls the wife's name while the wife was just sitting there, and in 

response the wife told him, 
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“Do you think that I am a small kid?, why should you sit there and call me, if you want to 

discuss with me why cannot you come here?” 

and the rest of the women there also supported her as to why F is acting like that. They all 

started to say, 

“why are you behaving like a child? if you want somebody this night you had better go 

and discusss, you are just sitting there shouting her name...” 

and F said  

“no, no, no, no you know why I am calling her?...it is her own problem...we are discussing 

her elder brother” 

So he just use me as an excuse. So later I told F 

“it's true, it's better you go there and discuss with her” 

and he said “it's true, it's true” 

So it is then that I realise that they have the first say, for their husband, whatever they – for 

such kind of things it's a sign of, you know, that the women have the first say. 

M. Do you think he spends more time with the children? 

O. Yes, are you not realising that? Field diary 1-5 C.  

Joking about whether someone will have sex is probably as old as language itself, however I 

found this especially interesting considering that at the beginning of Stepping Stones, a major 

complaint from the wives was that they were forced to have sex when they did not want to. 

This seemed to suggest that marital sex had changed from an entitlement to a negotiation.  

Although the translator felt the women had become dominant, they saw their marriages as 

co-operative partnerships, in which ‘respect’ for the husband was maintained (and 

presumably the husband still had the final veto); “love your husband and your husband will 

love you, whatever you decide, your husband will agree to it, so here in the village we sit with 

our husband discuss and come into agreement, and they view it out. But men are always more 

powerful than women because you lie on your back” C.FG.W. 

The inclusion of wives in decision-making also affected ceremonies and women’s travel. 

Previously, an oft-cited complaint was that husbands would decide the timing of naming 
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ceremonies1 and tell their wives at short notice. These ceremonies are demanding for a new 

mother because it requires a lot of cooking and preparation. This ex-fieldworker discusses 

what she has heard from relatives who live in the village: 

FW2: You can also find your way...[around other] problems in the compound; if they have 

anything to solve, naming ceremony, or other things you will sit with your husband – you 

will say we will buy this – this is what you'll do, discuss with your husband...[Before] you 

know, their husbands…did not discuss anything, – for a naming ceremony they will just buy 

everything, bring it, and say tomorrow or the day after tomorrow is a naming ceremony. 

You will not discuss with your husband or arrange anything.  Ex YW facilitator, C. 

9.2.2 Neighbours and family 
‘When we men are sitting and discussing every one of us says how he has discussed with his 

partner’. Interview summary 2000. 

Many people commented that relational goods had also improved across the community: 

“[we learned] how a person can live with his neighbours” C.FG.YM. Here the old women’s 

facilitator talks about how old women felt they had increased freedom to speak to, and about, 

the extended family.  

FW6: I think it has done a lot for the villages...if you ask them they…always say that they 

see changes, families are more happy, especially the old women, you know they are more 

open to their real children, and their grandchildren, and their in law…in the beginning when 

we went they did not discuss with their children, everything is proposed by the father and 

then it's finished…like [if my son]...was married...the wife…will do whatever she likes but 

I'm not allowed to say anything. But they say they have more time now to talk to their 

grandchildren, and their in laws, and even their children.  Ex OW facilitator C. 

It appeared that having the right to ‘first say’ related to the whole household, replacing a 

‘culture of silence’2.  

 

1 The Islamic equivalent of a christening held seven days after birth. 
2 “Time” in the last line should probably be translated as ‘permission’ or ‘willingness’, although it could also literally 
mean ‘more time’ because resources are distributed more equitably. 
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9.2.3 Community cohesion after the intervention 
“This programme…has created amongst us, co-operation, unity and a readiness for anything”. 

Interview summary 2000. 

The villagers in C showed a high commitment to Stepping Stones which came from their 

previous experience of the benefits of engaging in development programmes. People not in 

the programme felt left out: “I have to join because I cannot isolate myself from my 

colleagues” Wife C 2000. Unknown to us they appointed a form of steering committee of 

senior men, to make sure they maintained their commitment to the programme. 

C.C7.H: When finishing the classes that is the time we set up a meeting and advise 

ourselves because there are a lot of diseases around in our environment...E, S, and N...are 

elders who we take to advise us on whatever we are doing…Every human being have their 

own role to play and we are shown that these people will fill the gap…it is the village who 

selected them…We tell them to take care of the job. Even when we stop classes the job 

should continue.  Husband interview C. 

It was similar in village B: “I am the one selected to be going around reminding people. 

Sometimes women do discuss about the programme, likewise men and all the groups” (male 

condom distributor 2000). Being larger and less homogenous than village C, village B seemed 

to be more like a collection of households, each pursuing their daily business, but there was 

still an increase in unity. 

Q: Was there no co-operation and unity before the programme? 

A: Yes there was, but when the programme came it was stronger, that is when someone 

has work to do every one would participate. You can see the mud blocks I am moulding – 

all the youths came and helped. Male participant B 2000. 

At the time of our study, the division between anglais and francais had been resolved and we 

were led to believe that this had been a consequence of the two factions participating in 

group work together in the Stepping Stones programme. The head of the village development 
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committee3 (the head of the alternative alkalo-family) had become a key influencer, and 

frequently deputised for the alkalo. The boys’ group followed on from the Stepping Stones 

peer group with a joint project that had come out of their meetings. They collectively raised 

the money to buy a dragnet, so they could increase their fish catch from the river. 

Dialogue caused the emergence of relational goods such as social solidarity. 

 The prevention of IPV 
There was a consensus that IPV had ceased in both villages after Stepping Stones. In village B 

this was “a bylaw”. In village C it was only occasionally referred to as “a law”: “they do not 

make a law they are just agreeing to principles, man should not beat a woman, and the wife 

should not leave the husband without permission, so that means it has created a kind of 

peaceful marriage in their society”, translator’s observation C.FD.1.  

The peer groups continued to work together to prevent IPV, so in both villages the head of 

the women’s group and the head of the men’s group met on a regular basis to monitor 

domestic life in their communities. They investigated marital quarrelling and policed the ‘no 

beating policy’. “[village C] is different from the surrounding villages. [There is] no wife 

beating. If you have a problem with your wife or husband the two kafos will sit and discuss to 

bring peace in the house and other co-wives” C.FG.YW. At first glance this does not seem 

different from the normal intervention by elders against ‘wayward’ wives, however it was 

more egalitarian. Male protagonists could be subjected to criticism and women’s advocates 

were included in the process. Men who transgressed by being violent or not adequately 

supporting their families would be visited and warned by male leaders. If they failed to heed 

the warnings, they would be asked to leave the village. 

The connection between extramarital relationships and IPV was sexual jealousy: in fact, 

sexual jealousy seemed to be almost the only cause of IPV that people talked about. In the 

developed world sexual jealousy is seen as a red flag for femicide, and professionals often 

 

3 Central government established these committees to circumvent alkalos. 
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advise the woman to leave the relationship. A similar intervention seemed to arise in village 

B, where the community’s solution to IPV that could not be prevented was to encourage 

separation. In village C, however, the opposite occurred – the husbands and wives reconciled. 

I suspect the difference was that in B the husbands imagined their wives were having 

extramarital relationships, whereas in village C the wives were actually having extramarital 

relationships in a culturally legitimate manner. Compared with village C, there was very little 

description of infidelity in village B prior to Stepping Stones, and when it was discussed it 

seemed opportunistic: “before...if I see a strange woman in the village I always try to have a 

word with her or affairs.  But since I was told about the programme I have to stop all that now 

and stick to my wife” male non participant 2000. I consider the former type (men who imagine 

infidelity where there is none) are emotionally insecure, feel threatened, and have a primary 

goal of controlling their partner4. I consider the second type (men who became angry and 

violent when faced with the reality of extramarital relationships) to be jealous because they 

were ‘in love’ with their wives. Unlike the former, these men wanted to be loved by their 

wives. Their behaviour was context-specific, and therefore amenable to change by changing 

the context. 

9.3.1 IPV in village B 
IPV was primarily prevented in village B through community action. It was related to three 

men who did not participate. The first two were excessively violent; the second man “beat his 

wife every day and never compromised” B.F2. The first man died before the programme 

finished, the second man was asked to leave, and the third man continued to behave in a 

jealous manner, but violence was avoided. Other households in the village were relatively 

peaceful. The second man was expelled from the village in the first three months after the 

programme. This interview was collected in 1999-2000, prior to his expulsion: 

Since the programme came here it is only one person who do not hear what has been said 

and is always quarrelling with his wife.....less than a week...he had a fight with his wife. He 

has seriously beaten his wife because he has wounded her. We held a meeting and wanted 

 

4 A situation I am familiar with from developed country settings, and which I associate with some disastrous 
outcomes. 
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to beat him but it was prevented by our fathers. He did not take her to the clinic because 

he is afraid B. YM participant 2000. 

 

We asked the alkalo to reach the Balanta man who had beaten his wife. B.C6.W2. 

B.F2: Now the wife has even gone back to her parents and there is no more marriage 

between them...She is from Guinea. It is the alkalo who drove her [out] and told her to go 

back to her parents in Guinea...she went with the husband to Guinea and her parents 

asked her to stay there...because she was treated very badly by the husband. Therefore, 

she never came back…the villages come to the alkalo and told him to “try and send this 

man out of the village, otherwise you will be in a big problem – if he kill her here the police 

will come and arrest you” B. KI. Woman. 

Seemingly, this was a reactivation of a bylaw made thirty years earlier by the previous alkalo, 

who “was somebody powerful in the village” who “wanted the village to progress” B.F2. 

Effectively the women’s request was that the existing bylaw be enforced. The fact that it had 

not been applied was due to the current alkalo becoming sick and no longer proactive. Once 

the special request was accepted the community themselves implemented the law: “It’s a 

long time since we have that law, after the Stepping Stone there was no wife beating” B.F2. 

The male opinion-leader claimed that the old men called the meeting, the women’s group 

leader said it was the women’s group: 

B.M5: Through learning in the sessions we began to know that wife beating is not really 

good...when we called for a village development meeting then that was the time we said 

we should also stop wife beating because it is part of village development. Maybe we 

cannot avoid quarrelling, but we can stop wife beating…that was the day we said if 

anybody beat his wife you will be questioned. 

MS: So what about if the wife trouble her husband? 

B.M5: We will sit and discuss between them. B.KI.M. 

The third violent man was the Balanta man who had abducted his wife (5.1.2), and who 

remained obsessively jealous about her. In the early days of her marriage his wife was 

miserable but, as time passed, she became more skilled at avoiding his violence when he was 

angry. She did not seem to contemplate divorce, however, and they continued in a functional, 
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if challenging, relationship: “I know he loves me...there is a very strong relationship between 

[us] because we have children” woman KI. She had a strong personality and uniquely became 

a kanyeling, even though she had no fertility problems and all her children were alive: “I just 

...like…to make fun...it was my village people who chose me…They had the belief that I am 

very good at entertaining people during the programmes, I perform well…you see some people 

feel so ashamed to perform or to dance, but…for me I will never feel ashamed to perform” 

B.F2.  

B.F2 became a key participant in the old women’s group, and was given the nickname policeso, 

i.e. the policeperson who kept everyone on track. Perhaps part of the reason she remained 

with her husband was that, unlike many of his contemporaries, he always gave financial 

support: “One thing I really admire about him is that he always takes care of the family, and 

the children too...buying rice at any time it is needed…he gives me fish money too...when the 

rice is almost finished I tell him, then he will go to the shop and buy…whenever I need 

something from [town] I will also talk and discuss the matter with him” B.F2. 

His jealousy was related to fertility, contraception, and a fear of being cuckolded. His wife had 

had seven children, and her childbirths were always difficult. The doctors advised them that 

she must stop giving birth because she could die, but her husband wanted more. This led to 

her taking the contraceptive injection (Depo-Provera). 

B.F2: He…saw that it was really very difficult for me...my husband was there when the 

doctors gave their advice. However, with all that – still he does not want me to stop giving 

birth…he wants us to have more children...He is jealous...If I go out or travel, he always 

thinks that I am going to play around with other men, and this is why I stopped giving birth 

[ie use contraception]. 

MS: Does he know you are taking Depo (Provera)? 

B.F2: No…I hide it...he does not know he just suspects I may be using something, but he is 

not sure…you see because of me stopping giving birth, anytime I go sick he never thinks of 

me, always he says – "you see she is...sick because...she is taking depo  – do I care about 

her?” Woman KI B. 
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She facilitated marital sex and his extramarital sex, but that did not alleviate his jealousy: “I 

love him and I give him chance to go outside, and anytime he feels to come it is no problem 

for me…He knows that I love him well, and any time, he is doing a bad thing [infidelity] I will 

not follow him” B.F2. Polygyny would have been an alternative way to achieve his fertility 

objectives, but he could not afford another wife, “Sometimes I ask my husband to go for a 

second wife. The work is too much and I am getting very old, in response he will say I will go 

but then he will not do it…he does not have the money...but he would really love to have a 

second wife” B.F2. He frequently slapped her and occasionally beat her severely. The risk of 

further violence was always present: 

B.F2: Sometimes when I got out he says to me, why do you stay in the village up to this 

time? and becomes angry and keeps on insulting the children just to set traps for me. If it 

happens I talk he will take that as a chance of quarrelling, what I do is always try to keep 

myself cool and go away from him, and sometimes he will be angry for the whole day…I 

keep myself away from him all day...I will also never talk to him, because I know his plans, 

that he is not happy about me going out of the village and he will be developing it to be a 

big problem in order to beat me, but what I do is to behave well until he is cool…If I respond 

to him it will end up [with a] beating by him – that is why I keep quiet…he beat me at first, 

but now because I am getting old I keep myself away from such trouble…during my first 

child…He used a stick to beat me… all over my body I can show you some examples on my 

back, there you see some marks 

MS: Did he beat her in public or private?  

B.F2: Yes sometimes in public, and sometimes when we are eating too, he would be angry 

and just slap me in my face, it may be because he [is] talking but I did not respond to 

him…Sometimes before beating he will just slap me – it happened three times…when he 

used the stick too. Woman KI B.  

The third and last time he beat her was after Stepping Stones, and two men from her 

extended family next door intervened and advised him to stop. This conformed to the bylaw 

and the villager’s ‘first strike’ policy. The fact that there had been no intervention with her 

previous beatings suggests the reaffirmation of the bylaw permitted bystander intervention. 

It was reported that there had been no further IPV in the village for the five years between 

then and our fieldwork.  
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B.F2: “Yes they hear my voice and then the neighbours came and told my husband to stop 

beating me…‘compound people’ [ ie members of her compound] came, and the other 

‘compound people’ as well [ie extended family from the compound next door]…because he 

takes the advice from the people there is no beating anymore...It was after Stepping 

Stones”. B.KI.M. 

9.3.2 IPV in village C 
Village C was more unified than village B but, prior to Stepping Stones, had done less to 

control violence. Arguments and violence were more common, and as a result, I had 

disproportionately more material on IPV from village C than B. As in village B, chronic violence 

was a feature in three relationships, but here it was between husbands and their youngest 

wives. The impact of Stepping Stones was significant. Apart from one minor episode, violence 

had stopped completely after the programme, just as it had in village B: “Nowadays men have 

completely stopped wife beating, because people are not well – you may beat your wife and 

she dies” C.C7.W1 (aunt to one of the women in a violent relationship5). As with the third man 

in village B, the husbands’ jealousy was motivated by the perception that their wives might 

be unfaithful. Here, however, it was not contraceptive use, but the possibility of wives having 

extramarital bukinorab relationships, that triggered their husband’s violence. Unlike in village 

B, where none of the violent men participated in the programme, the three men in village C 

attended with their wives, and it seems that their marriages were rejuvenated. 

The facilitators had a better rapport with village C through kinship, and this may have resulted 

in more honest reporting of extramarital relationships (4.1.2) but it is also likely that, in “a 

village of an extended family”, there are more possibilities for patronym-bukinorab. There 

may also be more possibilities for brother-bukinorab, as brothers are less likely to move away, 

and continue to reside in the patriarchal compound. As in village B, one female interviewee, 

who was a kanyeling and an active Stepping Stones participant, was particularly candid. Here 

she describes tensions within the village between the young men, the young women and the 

old men caused by brother-bukinorab: 

 

5 We also unintentionally recorded the niece’s husband affirming the end of violence “Wife beating has stopped 
in the village” #Hus, OM FG. 
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C.C8.W1: Before Stepping Stones [village C] had more wife beating than any other 

surrounding village…there is suspicion, because the young men of the village are so in love 

with the old men’s wives, that they did not allow them to go anywhere. 

MS: Did she say that [the women who were beaten] had boyfriends outside? 

C.C8.W1 That is what they said, that is the cause of this...I believe it, because there was 

fighting in those days. Wife interview C.  

This was confirmed by the young men and women: “We are stealing sex, it’s a fact, it is 

something that happens between the brother’s wife and younger brothers in our culture”. 

C.FG.YM. Here the young women debate whether bukinorab is increasing: 

F: Bukinorab was [more] common in the olden days but not now. 

J: No F, bukinorab is more common now than before, because you know the young people 

now – if they are with bukinorab with somebody, they do not care. Maybe people in her 

compound will not know, but outsiders will know because if she goes out she does not care 

[about being seen]. In our time if you are doing bukinorab with you husband’s brother it is 

always secretive. 

R: The reason people do bukinorab is – if you [the lady] has a problem, that person will be 

in a position to help you, because you know the men of today never help their wives. 

C.FG.YW. 

The young men’s focus group spoke a lot about the potential threat that bukinorab could 

become kubityamark or post-marital ekai (5.3.1.2), although they agreed this was extremely 

uncommon. There is a qualitative difference between these practices. Kubityamark/ekai is 

about love, escaping marital conflict and divorce; bukinorab is about play, pleasure or money. 

This difference could have accounted for the old men’s jealousy and violence being focussed 

on their younger arranged wives. In comparison, older wives practiced salibo sex without any 

IPV: “old women’s also have old men!” FG.YW.  

Aside from the salibo beatings our ‘frank interviewee’ told us about three women (@, #, $) 

who were beaten regularly by their older husbands (@Hus, #Hus, $Hus). She felt certain that 

sexual jealousy was the cause. This presented an ethical dilemma about the collection of 

sensitive material from secondary sources. If the individual had not given their consent, 
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potentially this was an invasion of their privacy. Using secondary data was integral to our 

method; whether through the triangulation of husbands’ and wives’ accounts, or the use of 

key informants, and we also used it to direct snowball sampling. The problem was that we 

had accessed sensitive data that the respondents did not want to share. As our frank 

interviewee put it: 

MS: Does she think if we went to # and #H they will tell us their story? 

C.C8.W1: I do not know. Do you think if you do wrong things you tell, – you will not want 

anybody to know. 

MS: How about the people who advise him? 

C.C8.W1: Maybe N but another person may think that I have given out their secret, it is not 

safe to ask anybody. Wife interview C.  

We had a team discussion about this, during which it became clear that we had already tried 

to interview one of the women, on the recommendation of another villager, and she had 

avoided us. In the end I decided to continue using the data because I thought it made a 

valuable contribution to the analysis but took extra steps to anonymise it.  

According to our candid female informant # was her husband’s only wife, while @ and $ each 

had an older co-wife. Only the young wives were beaten: “ [$Hus] beat her very well” C.C8.W1. 

@Hus was notorious for not letting his younger wife out of his sight for a moment. Both @ 

and # attended the salibo and were beaten afterwards. Our informant cited the husbands’ 

“love” as being the cause of the jealousy. I wondered whether youthful beauty might 

contribute to the feelings of love and jealousy, but our informant did not think so: “he beat 

@ only, because he loves her, so he thinks if she goes out she follows men, @ is his choice...Yes 

it is true that she is beautiful but that does not matter, because love is blood”. $Hus was an 

elder and could have been in an awkward position if he continued to be violent after the 

declaration of the ‘law’.  

9.3.2.1 Community action 

When it came to preventing violence, the men were responsible for the behaviour of men, 

and wives (kuseek), organised through their Stepping Stones kafo, were responsible for the 

women. Their remit seemed to include marital conflict in general, whether between husbands 
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and wives or wives and wives, but also enabled them to maintain the ban on IPV. The women 

collectively monitored behaviour, “Whatever happens in [village C] we will hear it” C.C8.W1, 

and the men knew it: 

S: If you see a woman disrespecting her own husband, know that there is a reason for her 

doing that. Most of the women are more observant than their husbands. You see they have 

some kind of informers among their fellow women within the compound or in the village, 

and they never take their time to witness an event, but we remember they always rely on 

the information from their own fellow women and act on that information, without witness 

to an event by their husband with another woman, they will move on disrespecting their 

husband.  C.FG.YM. 

Breaking the bylaw ran the risk of ostracism. N, the man who provides this description, was 

in fact called in (with others) to advise the #’s husband to stop IPV. 

Trans: If someone does some things which are not good, for example wife beating, so what 

are people going to do to that person? 

N: That individual person will be called in and we will talk to him, and give him some kind of 

advices not to do it again; that he should remember such kind of behaviours are not good, 

and that he has to remember the bylaws, and accept that we came together by developing 

those laws...possibly that individual person will not do same thing, for reason that we are 

now fully cooperating. If she is a woman what the women normally do is to ask that 

woman to leave their kafo, and she will be told not to join in their women’s programmes. 

This can also be applied to a man if he does the same things. C.FG.YM. 

Here is the women’s perspective: 

Trans: How do you influence your men if there is a problem in the village? 

I/M: We have a kafo…if we the young women have a problem we go to old women, 

because they are elders and advise us; for example if co-wives have a problem or quarrel, 

we call them together, talk to them to forget and forgive, so that there will be peace in the 

house and even in the village. If we advise and you happen to refuse we again call you for 

the second time, if you refuse again we throw you out of the kafos – even if you have a 

problem nobody will be in a position to help. 
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Trans: Do the men have the same kafo. 

M: Yes it is the football team they are here to talk to men if there is a problem, and they 

have their rules and regulations.  C.FG.W.  

The community invested effort in maintaining this status quo, but intervention was rarely 

required because of the improvement in relational goods, as reported in this second-hand 

account of a female villager’s discussion with a friend from outside the village: “at first if there 

is a fight everybody know that there is a fight going on in this compound, but after this 

programme, she has never heard of any quarrelling...or having a fight” FW2. 

The violence directed at @ and # also stopped: “since Stepping Stones then they stop 

everything” C.C8.W1. In the case of @, a delegation had previously tried to advise her 

husband to stop IPV and failed. At least one member of the delegation had the same surname 

as the wife, and I assume that this was a traditional deputation from the wife’s family, 

negotiating the wellbeing of their kurimenak. If so, it is interesting that the even though 

Stepping Stones had induced a monitoring function at the kafo level, when it came to 

intervention, kinship still influenced the choice of mediator in both villages:  

C.C8.W1: People called a meeting on him advising him to stop because he is old and the 

wife is young, anywhere the wife goes he has to follow her and that is not good, it may 

bring him to lose the wife and even to divorce – everything; even if she goes into the toilet 

he will follow to see whether it is true that she is in the toilet.  Wife interview C. 

This is the male translator’s observation of the same relationship, comparing him with how 

he used to be: 

Trans: @’s husband is so helpful to his wife, he is now changing that is what I am telling 

you...Through his own activities, he sits and talks, exchanges ideas [with @]...so he is 

different from before. C.FD1. 

The mediation process was the same as used in village B, but in village C the transgressors 

were also Stepping Stones participants, and somehow “the programme made everything all 

right” C.C8.W1. Our key informant implies that this might be because the husband and wife 

participated, but the fact that the young men who would be perceived as @’s potential lovers 
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participated might also have been an influence because, “some boys of the village were 

interested [in @] in the beginning” C.C8.W1. 

9.3.2.2 Women act individually 

In the second case ($), the wife who had been subject to IPV had died from natural causes, 

but she and her husband had restored their relationship before she died, perhaps as a result 

of the Stepping Stones programme: “it is the classes…Because of herself – her behaviour – 

that made him change” C.C8.W1.  

The last act of IPV among the three marriages occurred during Stepping Stones, and involved 

a third wife with a jealous husband (#): “It is all because of Stepping Stones because they were 

all attending the classes with their wives”. Intervention also played a part: “The advise is there, 

but the class is also there...It is the elders of the village...They are relatives” C.C8.W1. The 

violence in the marriage was ended by her walking out: 

C.C8.W1: There is a way the woman can punish without violence, without beating them; 

because he once beat her too much until she got sick and went back home. So he was there 

with the children and even domestic work was done by the man himself; he normally send 

somebody to cook for him and the children, sometimes he will not have anybody to cook 

for him. That made him stop beating his wife. 

This occurred during the Stepping Stones programme , resulting in # being absent for a 

couple of classes. After this her husband completely transformed his behaviour. 

C.C8.W1: Yes he change everything. 

MS: Did he help her in the rice field? 

C.C8.W1: Yes he helped [with]...everything… 

MS: How is their relationship now? 

C.C8.W1 It is fine now, there is no problem. 

MS: Does she think they love each other? 

C.C8.W1: Yes there is love.  Wife interview C.  

The fact that she chose to leave her marriage whilst participating in the programme is relevant 

to any assessment of the mode of action of Stepping Stones. She left him before the end of 

Stepping Stones, so any influence from the programme would have to have been related to 
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the process rather than the outcome (the final special request). The women made a pact that 

the first woman to be beaten would leave and go to her parents’ house, with the support of 

the other women. This was a powerful strategy because it would have triggered discussions 

between the wife’s and the husband’s extended families. It also carried risks, in that the 

children stay with the husband, and the wife could be criticised for not bringing ‘blessings’ to 

her family. Discussions in the woman’s group might have contributed to her motivation. It 

could also have been that she felt her strategy would be more likely to succeed if her husband 

was also influenced by the programme, or that she would receive the support of the wider 

community, or the other women acting as corporate agents. During our fieldwork our ‘frank 

interviewee’ used this strategy herself when her husband slapped her “because beating may 

bring divorce between us” C.C8.W1. This was the first incident of IPV that we were aware of 

in five years. Ironically, her husband had been involved in the intervention with @’s husband.  

C.C8.W1: I have grown rice and where the cows normally drink is dry and there is no water, 

and the rice is ripe; and I told [my husband] to help me with the harvest before the cows 

will get into it. It is because he refused to help me that I ask him "why you do not want to 

help me" when he got up and slapped me in my face. Then I fell down and I ask him "why 

did you beat me, this is my own rice which nobody ask me to grow", and I go back home 

to my parents because I want to show him that without me he cannot eat. Then he sent my 

son so that I can come back…that is the first and last for him to put his hand on me. If I did 

not go he may repeat it again...It is not good, but that is the only thing I can do, and he will 

know what to do… 

MS: That day she was very angry? 

C.C8.W1: Yes because he has never beat me. Wife interview C. 

Back in her natal village, her family gave her the traditional advice: “They know that he hurt 

me, but they just advise me to bear because marriage is like that” while her kanyeling friends 

were “about to make a delegation to bring me back” C.C8.W1. Her ‘zero tolerance’ supports 

the idea that the women had collectively decided to draw a ‘line in the sand’ about what they 

were prepared to tolerate. This was further reinforced by another incident while we were in 

the village, in which a wife physically intervened to prevent her husband having an 

extramarital relationship: “a boy from the compound brought a girl from Z [and put her in a 

separate house-translator]…the wife realised, so she started to insult the lady until they make 
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violence and the girl from Z beat the...wife” C.C8.W1. The wife lost the fight, but the visitor 

left the village. There is a marked contrast between the wife’s behaviour to the visitor, and 

the descriptions of hospitality or tolerance offered to outside women during previous salibo 

visits to the village (5.3.2). 

9.3.2.3 Women act collectively 

This programme has brought dialogue among us the women because after the meeting we 

were dancing here until late in the evening...Before Stepping Stones we were not doing that. 

Now if we want to go and fetch firewood we call each other, but before we do not do that.  

C.W1. 2000. 

The accounts above are of women acting powerfully and independently from the men. They 

were more powerful because they had come together with the other women as a kafo, 

discussed issues, and synthesised a collective opinion. It is probably safe to assume that, when 

they acted, they felt they had the moral support of the other women, and the community. 

There were other occasions when the women acted collectively, demonstrating increased 

solidarity. Although by the time we arrived the women and men seemed to relate on a more 

equal footing, in the early days of the programme this had not been a given, and the women 

had felt compelled to take direct action to prevent their husbands receiving a salibo visit from 

another village: 

Women from a village in U came here for salibo, but we decided to take all our bed sheets 

and our cooking pot and basins away, and go to bush, and when the men see that, they tell 

them to go back to their village because they cannot accept them, because they will not 

have a place to sleep and to cook, so they cannot say it will be like that C.Two women KI’s. 

This suggests the change in culture was consolidated over time. I do not know whether the 

men would have wanted to receive their visitors at that time, but their wives clearly feared 

that they might. By the time of our fieldwork the men seemed focused on ending infidelity 

because: “now they are aware of HIV or STIs” C.C7.H. The men acknowledged that ending 

salibo protected surrounding villages as well as their own: “the Stepping Stone Programme 

gave us a good change in this village and the villages around us…It also helps me to keep away 
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from sex with different women...before I was doing such things too much” C.FG.YM; “even if 

we go to a programme [celebration] we all sit together and have Ataya” C.C7.H6.  

9.3.3 Bukinorab continues 
Despite the improvements in marital relationships, infidelity continued. This trustworthy 

respondent (a friend of one of the translators) believed that condom use in bukinorab 

relationships had become normalized: “Some men were unfaithful to their wives but after the 

knowledge gained from Stepping Stones some of them are faithful to their wives, and some 

are still not faithful but using condom to prevent them from bringing infection into the family” 

C.FG.YW 7.. 

Despite their investment in the new deal some women continued brother-bukinorab, 

although patronym-bukinorab had ended. It seemed the young women had been empowered 

to make more choices by the technology of condoms. It also makes me wonder whether the 

husbands feared ‘cuckoo’ pregnancies more than the act of a wife’s infidelity per se8. If this is 

correct, then brother-bukinorab would represent a lesser threat, because any resultant 

pregnancy would still be of ‘the patriarchal line’.  

We are using condoms, not in our marriage, but outside marriage. If your boyfriend 

(Asangoreh) asks you to have sex with him, you will ask him to use a condom, [even] if you 

know that person is not infected – to prevent pregnancy. So you can enjoy having sex with 

him without problem. If that person refuses to use a condom, you also will refuse to have 

sex with him; but with our husbands we are not using condoms, if not we will not bear 

children with them. So this is the reason why we are not using condoms with our husbands. 

 C.FG.YW. 

There is also the case of the wife in the “unhappy marriage” (8.4.1) who seemed to imply that 

she still participated in transactional sex, probably out of emotional and economic necessity. 

 

6 Meaning drink tea and talk, rather than having sex. 
7 In the year following Stepping Stones there were 33 requests for condoms from married women, and 77 from 
married men, although they were not all residents of village B and C (Paine 2003). 
8  There is a saying in Nigeria that “the wealthy man has many wives and many different looking children” 
(Orobuloye et al 1994). 



Fieldwork – outcome 

9—347 

So there remained a discordance between private behaviour and public performance. 

Extramarital relationships were said to be much less common and were more secretive but 

had not stopped completely, despite this there was no evidence of continuing jealousy in 

village C. Private behaviour relates to personal identity and is driven by social-cultural 

conditioning and individual concerns. Public performance relates to social identity and will be 

driven by norms, roles, and corporate interests.  

9.3.4 Men give fish money 
The 2000 interviews concentrated extensively on the provision of financial support by 

husbands because of our ‘transactional’ focus. The rejection of salibo and bukinorab reduced 

the circulation of money through the extramarital system and retained it in the household. 

“when the programme came...and...when the final play was done on having extramarital sex 

partners and giving them money and not to my wife, [I learnt] that really it is not helping me” 

YM participant B 2000. This was confirmed during fieldwork. Here the ex-facilitator reports 

conversations with relatives in village C: 

FW2: Some of them are my mother's relatives...if they come here I ask them " What things 

do you have since the workshop” – so they start to explain. Fish money was a problem – 

but now no problem, no wife beating, less arranged marriages; so if they decide anything 

they have to sit with their husband and talk about it before doing anything…taking care of 

children, when taking them to health centre here in town, if they are coming their husband 

never give them money to bring their kids to health care…but now if they say to their 

husband that “tomorrow I want to take my child to the welfare clinic” they give them the 

money to buy a ticket.  Ex YW facilitator, C. 

As requested by both old women’s groups, husbands also helped on the farm, “now more 

than before” B.YM 2000, and by the time of our fieldwork the gender division of labour 

seemed to have become flexible, “because even if I was working he had no business with it, 

and me too, but now we help each other with the men and do everything together” C.C8.W1. 
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9.3.5 Diffusion of innovation 
We expect school education to have a lifelong impact, so we should not be surprised if non-

formal education of people with no previous educational experience also has long term 

effects. The participants seemed to have an unquenchable thirst for us to provide more 

education on any topic of our choosing; “I have even been asked to write a letter to you people 

asking you why we miss to see or hear from you” YM condom distributor B 2000. During the 

original study we had wondered whether HIV education could be included in the initiation 

rites. This could have been extremely powerful for health promotion, but we subsequently 

gave up on the idea because we could not access the ceremonies ourselves. In 2000, however, 

one respondent raised the interesting possibility that Stepping Stones material could find its 

way into the rites after all: ‘We need more sessions as the initiation ceremony is coming soon, 

we want to recall our memories’ C.FG. 

Diffusion of normative change to intervention-adjacent people is important for cost-

effectiveness and was influential in TOSTAN’s9 intervention against FGM in Sénégal (Cislaghi 

2019). Stepping Stones participants were also encouraged to educate their peers after the 

programme, but this only happened in village C. Understanding the practice of salibo brings 

a new perspective on the frequent comments in interviews about members of village C 

promoting STI prevention in neighbouring villages. If village C was changing its practice and 

withdrawing from the salibo network, then the other villages would require an explanation. 

This would be provided by the message about HIV risk10; “even the neighbouring villages have 

benefited from us, many women and boys try to change their behaviour” Wife interview C11. 

FW2: I hear…they take it to the...surrounding villagers...Even [the other end of the district], 

I went there, I heard them talking…they said [village C] people are keen – if they see any of 

their friends they talk about how they should behave, how they should protect themselves 

from STIs and HIV. And also dialogue between husbands and wife...I also saw, the alkalo's 

 

9 “Breakthrough” (Wolof). 
10 A similar social network strategy approach enabled TOSTAN (NGO) to eliminate FGM in neighbouring Senegal, 
they worked with all communities in the arranged marriage network to suspend FGM simultaneously. 
11 This evangelism would require courage as even within the development community detractors called Stepping 
Stones the ‘prostitutes programme’. Prostitute is a metaphor for improper moral behaviour of all kinds (3.5.1), in 
relation to the programme it implied an improper love of talking about sex, implying the person was driven by 
lust, a sex addict, or nymphomaniac.  
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son. He recorded some of the role plays...anywhere he is going he is going with the tape 

and the cassette. If they are just sitting down he play the cassette...I saw him here...on 

Saturday...I was surprised he said “I have some role plays here”...so me and FW7 said let 

him play it, so he start playing it – the good and the bad role plays…I said “Arch! what is 

this” – he said “this is the tape I am using to sensitise people”. Ex YW Facilitator C. 

9.3.6 Social exclusion 
Despite the impact of Stepping Stones in increasing social cohesion, some community 

members remained isolated by the continuation of traditional social practice. This quote is 

from “policeso”, the wife of the ‘jealous husband’ in village B, (9.3.1). Despite being a key 

member of the old women’s group, she did not feel she received much support: 

MS: Did she feel close to the women in Stepping Stones. 

B.F2: Yes but there was no close relationship. 

MS: So she did not really share any secret with them? 

B.F2: No. B.F. Key informant. 

There was a similar respondent in village C: the wife in the ‘unhappy marriage’ (8.4.1, 9.3.6). 

She continued to be deprived of financial support five years after the programme and, 

although she was also very active in the Stepping Stones programme, appears not to have 

shared or gained support. She had been given in marriage at the age of 15 to a man twice her 

age. The marriage had been arranged by an aunt already married into the husband’s 

compound. At the time of the interview, she was 45 years old: “If it is now, I would not have 

accepted but because in the past this is what they normally do...I heard and married him, and 

also [continue?] the relationship” C.C7.W. The husband (who was now about 60) had had a 

disagreement with his brothers which led to him being ejected from his brothers’ compound 

to another house. They had both been ill, and she had a chronic foot injury which left her 

unable to farm12. Although she was highly active in the Stepping Stones groups and may have 

provided the idea for their final request (that men should help their wives), she seemed to be 

isolated and received no support from the communal new deal that she helped create. Her 

 

12 Which she attributed to stepping on a Juju. 
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only income was from what she could grow. Although she spoke of the past, her interview 

appeared to imply that her situation remained unchanged: 

MS: Did she ever think of asking the women who are friends, to ask their men to help her 

solve her problem with her husband? 

C.C7.W1: No I have never discussed that with anybody. 

MS: What would be her reaction towards her husband if the alkalo advised him and he did 

not take the advice – would she be angry? 

C.C7.W: I am used to it. I will not feel angry I will just leave him like that, I have no power. 

Wife interview C (emphasis added). 

Both these women had shown themselves to be assertive and confident as Stepping Stones 

participants and (in the case of the wife of the ‘jealous husband’) in daily life, but their 

husbands had not participated in Stepping Stones. The empowerment of Stepping Stones is a 

redistribution of gendered power, not a creation of new power. This redistribution cannot 

happen if men do not share the consensus that it is beneficial. Widowed women might not 

have a man in their social situation, to redistribute power to them. The poorest woman in 

village B was the widow. Her mother had moved in to help her, but otherwise she was alone 

with five children. Not having a husband, she derived no benefit at all from Stepping Stones. 

A woman in her situation could pose a risk to the whole community if poverty forced her to 

have transactional relationships, yet the community made no effort to address this. It is 

possible that they felt uneasy because her husband died from a snake bite. It is believed that 

witches take the form of reptiles so, potentially, his death could have been attributed to 

attack by witches. This is supported by the fact that the male opinion leader organised a 

traditional ceremony to protect the village after his death.  

The case of the man who died when I was in the village may be relevant. This followed a 

witchcraft allegation by his wife’s family, who has divined that he was eating his son’s soul 

(the son had experienced several minor health problems). He was taken to the circumcision 

bush and confronted by the villagers, with a female guerrilla leader from the MFDC who had 
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legendary magical powers13. He was brought back in a cart critically ill with a head injury, and 

died shortly after. I went to see his body laid out in the family home and found it almost empty 

of mourners apart from his mother who was weeping silently. He was buried the same 

afternoon with the minimum of ceremony, as the community wanted to dispose of him 

quickly. As soon as this was accomplished, the villagers quickly returned to their normal 

business with a sense of relief that the threat from witches had passed. 

Identifying a ‘community’ to work with is a key part of pedagogy. I had assumed that 

community of the village had geographical and political boundaries, but for the villagers it 

appeared to be spiritual. People who could be spiritually tainted by evil were excluded. These 

people were liminal in ways that went unchallenged because their liminality was doxic, or 

‘natural’, for the villagers. Clearly conflict resolution had no perceived value if the conflict was 

constructed as supernatural. 

9.3.7 Change in cultural norms  
We ran focus groups in villages A and C with men and women, and in village B with school age 

boys and girls. We hoped to detect any changes in normative values and explore their 

implications for cultural change. Changes to normative values are considered causative in 

some behaviour change theories (such as the theory of planned behaviour). We also used 

these focus groups to clarify various issues that had arisen during the investigation. The adult 

focus groups seemed to suggest that the Stepping Stones programme had indeed influenced 

people’s normative values, in that men now gained respect (horomo) by showing respectful 

behaviour to wives as well as elders:  

A man can win respect if he respects his wife, avoids having problem with her or sits 

together [with her to] discuss things, and [he should] even be faithful to his wife, take care 

of her and the family. The more he does this he will gain respect here in the village and 

everywhere. Such men are always praised by society.  C.FG.YW. 

 

13 This is not as strange as it sounds when we consider that Alisantoe Djatta the organiser of the 1942 anti-French 
tax strike, was also reputed to have magical powers (3.2.4). It is not inconceivable that the death was the result 
of a summary execution by the MFDC presented as a witch trial. 
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The women could well have been partisan in their comments, but we had similar responses 

from the men. This man describes how a man’s worth might be judged not only by his 

fidelity14, but also by the happiness of his wives: 

Trans: How does a man gain respect, here in the village? 

S: First of all wives should respect one another, then you see the people in the village will 

talk about them – that their marriage is really wonderful – you see both of them gain 

respect…Some are married but they will leave their wife at home to follow other married 

woman in the village to the extent of eloping with those women. You find some of them 

end up moving from one village to another village just for women, they follow those 

women only to have sex. Do you think this kind of man gains respect in the village? for both 

their wives and their people it is not possible for such a kind of man to gain respect. The 

most important or the best way for man to gain respect, is to stop all such kind of bad 

things, possibly then you will gain respect. Do not follow other woman stop to your wife, 

and you will be safe from the disease. C.FG.YM.  

These responses represent a significant change from the traditional norms. Compare this 

response from an older man in the non-Stepping Stones village. He believed that respect is 

only achieved by the potential threat of physical or spiritual violence, even if the actual 

response is non-violent:  

T.C4.H: The real man will get the most respect, because they fear him, they have to give 

him the respect so that he would not do something hard to them...A real man, if somebody 

troubles him (usually it is not only once), then he has to respond to you, if you insult him he 

will think, – if he knows that he can beat you, he will forgive you and he will tell you “stop, 

violence has no use.  Husband interview T. 

 

14 Or Islamic probity? 
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 Conclusion 
Gender identity in The Gambia is subjugated to the needs of daughter exchange and polygyny. 

These are common throughout West Africa, and the problems faced by Stepping Stones 

participants are relatable to other countries in the region e.g. (Cornwall 2002). The process of 

change in Stepping Stones also aligns with those seen in TOSTAN’s Freirean human-rights 

programme in Sénégal (Cislaghi 2018a). The prevention of IPV involved an agreed change in 

norms followed by enforcement by the whole community. There was initial resistance or 

uncertainty as to whether the changes would be followed, and women had to be proactive to 

ensure the ban on IPV. Men were part of the change, but women were involved at every step 

(Table 9-1). 

The enforcement of the new by laws against IPV followed traditional patterns of community 

intervention, but now the women’s and men’s group leaders were equally responsible for 

administering it, whereas before these activities were overseen by men. Although there was 

a general increase in co-operation, financial and emotional abuse continued in some 

households, and there was no intervention if there was no IPV. In addition, community 

members who were considered spiritually tainted were not supported in the same way as 

Table 9-1: Action taken by women to prevent IPV  

Corporate level: 
Women took ‘corporate’ action collectively and individually. For example, women in village C hid 
the bedding and cooking utensils when women from another village visited their husbands, but 
solidarity also led to individual action which followed a corporate plan. For example, when women 
left their husbands for the first time in response to violence, they were following a mutually 
agreed strategy, and knew they had the support of the other women. 
Community level: 
Community action by men and women combined, imposed new norms/rules under the threat of 
sanction. In both villages, men and women’s groups leaders monitored relationship problems, 
bystander intervention became mandatory, and refusal to comply was sanctioned by expulsion 
from social networks or from the community. Social cohesion within the community increased 
over time. 
Personal level: 
There was much evidence that the need for corporate and community interventions almost 
completely dissipated in relationships where both husband and wives attended the programme. 
Conflict resolution, anger management techniques, and active listening, significantly improved the 
quality of relationships resulting in husbands gifting power and money to wives, and love. This 
suggests that emotional wellbeing is an important personal concern for both men and women, and 
that we are less happy when gender roles are unfair and conflicted. Changes at the personal level 
intensified rather than degraded with time, suggesting the emergence of relational goods. 
 

 



Fieldwork – outcome 

9—354 

other community members. Publicly extramarital relationships were reduced, but continued 

privately with condom use, so the communities’ plan to mitigate HIV transmission was 

adhered to. Increased dialogue reduced frictions across the community as a whole and can 

be added to our table of key changes (Table 9-2). 

In the next chapter I further explore this apparent relationship between dialogue and 

wellbeing.  

Table 9-2: Key components of the Stepping Stones mechanism. 
 

1. The reorganisation of social space gave the women an equal voice to the men.  
2. Critical dialogue led to conscientization. 
3. Organising women as corporate agents enabled them to advocate for their vested interests. 
4. As a sociodramatic event Stepping Stones facilitated the re-framing of narratives for 

reconciliation, consensus and legitimation. 
5. Facilitated negotiation between men and women established community wide policies.  
6. Action plans facilitated implementation of these policies. 
7. Praxis (dialogue and collective agency on the outside world) based on fairness and respect led 

to the emergence of relational goods such as empathy, understanding and objectivity (social 
ways of knowing), within the family and the community. 

8. Authentic dialogue between husbands and wives. The accrual of decisions made with 
women's input, led to the emergence of a more emancipatory culture. 

9. Authentic dialogue between community members produced relational goods such as social 
cohesion. 

 

Photo: M.Shaw 
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Part 3: Conclusion 
 

 

“The Freirean theory of social change [underpins] health-related community 
mobilisation in poor and marginalised communities. Highlighting potential 
shortcomings of its essentialist understandings of power and identity, and linear 
notions of change…suggests the need for a pastiche of approaches to accommodate 
health struggles in different times and places. However, while needing some 
updating, Freire’s profound and actionable understandings of the symbolic and 
material dimensions of social inequalities remain a powerful starting point for 
activism”. 

Catherine Campbell (Campbell 2013) p1. 
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 Agency, empowerment, and wellbeing 

“The dialectic of class antagonism is a movement of reflection…This can be seen 
in the dialectic of the moral relation developed by Hegel under the name of the 
struggle for recognition. Here the suppression and renewal of dialogue 
situations are constructed as a moral relation. The grammatical relations of 
communication, once distorted by force, exert force themselves, only the result 
of dialectical movement eradicates this force and brings about the freedom 
from constraint contained in dialogic self-recognition-in-the-other: in the 
language of the young Hegel, love as reconciliation”.  

Jürgen Habermas (Habermas 1971) pp 58-59 (Morrow 2002) p. 29 . 
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 Introduction  

“First, we argue that to bring gender equality into the mainstream of public health, and 

especially in national health priorities, conceptual clarity is essential…Second, we argue for a 

more visible and central focus on how power acts as a determinant of health” (George 2019). 

The latest WHO report on the global prevalence of IPV indicates that 1 in 3 women, are 

subjected to physical or sexual violence by an intimate partner or sexual violence from a non-

partner over their lifetime. This starts early, one in four women aged 15-24 have this 

experience, 16% experiencing IPV in the last year (WHO-TDR 2021). I started this thesis in the 

hope of understanding a remarkable result, that two communities appeared to have 

prevented IPV. Here is my current understanding, I have tried to be transparent about my 

thinking, but it is also derived from the ‘feel’ I developed for the data during analysis.  

I have already discussed the evidence for change in social reproduction before and after the 

intervention in Ch.’s 3 and 5-9. So, the first part of this conclusion is to confirm that, with a 

couple of caveats, the Stepping Stones programme did appear to have prevented IPV in these 

communities, it had lasted at least five years, and seemed to be sustainable. Conversely in 

the comparison community, although there were changes related to modernity, IPV 

continued in at least one marriage (A.C2.W2 p 6-230) and community intervention was 

considered culturally inappropriate.  

The caveats relevant to the Stepping Stones communities were that 1) some minor violence 

may have occurred and 2) ‘community’ was self-defined. Firstly, there were incidents of 

violence during our fieldwork, for example: when a husband slapped his wife (and had to face 

the consequences [p 9—3444]) and when a wife used violence against a third party to avert 

her husband’s planned infidelity (p 9—3445). It is conceivable that there could have been 

other sporadic acts of violence over the years. Secondly, four individuals (the poorest woman 

Context: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 
marital system before the intervention? 

Mechanism: How did Stepping Stones reduce IPV, and what was the mechanism of change? 
Outcome: Was there any evidence of change in the social reproduction of the patriarchal 

marital system after the intervention? 
Analysis How does this contribute to the theory of empowerment? 
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in village B and C, a violent man in B, and the suspected witch in C) did not appear to benefit 

from the broader changes, because they were not treated as members of the community. 

However, there definitely seemed to be a sea-change in how violence was carried out and 

perceived. That is, regular and severe violence appeared to have ended, while minor 

transgressions were considered shameful and sanctioned.  

There was evidence of cultural change around marriage following Stepping Stones, and that 

Stepping Stones enabled participants to gain the “power to introduce and then sustain 

pluralistic…ideas” (Archer 1995) p 316, leading to increasing unscripted (innovative) role 

performances by women. This occurred against a background of broader societal change 

evidenced by the old men’s preference for daughters rather than sons, and the sale of an 

orchard to a wealthy woman in the comparison community (village A).  

It was noteworthy that, at the start of this project, many considered it would be impossible 

to discuss sexual relationships, but this initial impression was false. Village B was a diverse 

community of neighbours and their response was more regulatory producing swift results. 

Village C contained several large extended families, despite their long history of community 

action their response was more normative, and it took longer for their plans to become 

legitimated and established. It is noteworthy however, that Stepping Stones was effective in 

both communities despite their differences. As a complex intervention, Stepping Stones 

combined several techniques which facilitated this outcome; this suggests that every culture 

may incorporate values that can be used to promote change.  

I revisit my initial cognitive dissonance about the emotional response of Stepping Stones 

participants, and the appearance of ‘relational goods’, in primary (intimate), and secondary 

(group), social relationships (10.5). I then discuss the different emergent paths of goods for 

each relational type, in relation to international studies on the role of gender training, 

pedagogy, and economic interventions, in preventing IPV. 

Public health research into the prevention of VAWG has expanded rapidly since 2000, and 

feminist researchers have successfully placed VAWG firmly on the global health agenda 

(García-Moreno 2017). In 2014, the UK Department for International Development (DfID) 

invested £25 million into RCTs of interventions in the ‘What works to prevent violence against 
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women and girls’ research programme (‘What works’) to establish an ‘evidence base’ for 

interventions. This represents a massive increase in VAWG research, and several CRTs have 

shown reductions in the perpetration of reported IPV (Table 10-2). The first CRTs were the 

Stepping Stones, and IMAGE studies in S. Africa, and SASA! in Uganda. Unlike in The Gambia 

Stepping Stones – S. Africa worked with young people aged 16-23, who were not necessarily 

in relationships. The SASA!1 programme supported community activists rather than specific 

community activities. The IMAGE study combined gender training with livelihood skills to 

increase income. 

Pedagogic process is often implicit in social change programmes. 

All three approaches contained elements of critical pedagogy2. SASA!, Stepping Stones SA, 

and the IMAGE study all reduced IPV, and there was a large overlap with the outcomes of this 

thesis. These included improved; community mobilisation, bystander intervention, anger 

management, shared decision making, more equitable distribution of income, and relational 

goods. This study has highlighted the benefit of corporate agency. This suggests that 

corporate agency, gender training, and economic assistance, can all contribute to a reduction 

in IPV.  

Finally, I propose a ‘glass box’ mechanism for the Stepping Stones programme, using the high-

level theories of Archer, Bourdieu, and Freire (influenced by the mid-level theory of the 

Manchester School) and explore its implications for evaluation. 

 

1 “Now!” (Kiswahili). 
2 I suggest that the IMAGE, SASA! Stepping Stones, and SSCF interventions can all be framed as aspects of a similar 
pedagogic process (Gibbs 2015a). Sometimes empowerment practitioner’s reliance upon critical pedagogy is not 
mentioned in publications, see (Rigmor C. Berg 2013). In other cases, the empowerment practitioners themselves 
characterise their work in other terms. For example, the SASA! team developed a collective Trans-Theoretical 
Model as its macro theory of change, but in addition to community mobilisation activities, SASA! contained 
pedagogic components and goals, the initial outcomes included; awareness that the root cause of violence is an 
imbalance in power between women and men; “critical thinking and dialogue”; and the realisation that change 
can happen. (Abramsky 2014). A realist could argue that the pedagogic approach has a high external validity 
because it is a ‘culturally emergent property’ with ‘causative powers’ in the ‘real world’. This ‘natural truth’ then 
leads it to be constantly rediscovered, making it ubiquitous. 
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 Strengths and limitations 
I have listed some strengths and weaknesses of this study in Table 10-1. Several factors could 

be considered both a strength and a weakness, namely, the delay in analysing the data, the 

fact that I was a foreigner, the ontological nature of the study, and its small size.  

As discussed in 4.4 the delay in data analysis made the anonymity of the respondents more 

secure. The downside was that I was not able to review my analysis with the participants, a 

problem that was compounded by the Covid pandemic. Fortunately, my long-term 

collaborator at the MRC Katie Jagne (née Paine), was able to review the thesis. 

Being a foreigner who did not speak any of the local languages is less than ideal. A Jola social 

scientist would have been better placed to interpret the data, although I know from previous 

experience that such people can be hard to find. On the other hand, being the person with 

the greatest knowledge of the project, and related research, meant that I was well orientated 

from the outset. My solution to this problem was to approach the work with humility, and to 

discuss my findings at length with translators, hoping to contribute the ‘outsider’s 

perspective’. The ontological perspective means that this thesis represents ‘a truth’ rather 

than ‘the truth’ (if such a thing is possible). The purpose of this study was to generate concepts 

Table 10-1: Strengths and limitations of this extended case study. 
 

 Strengths 
1 It offers a thick description of a small exercise in pedagogy. 
2 There was a strong rapport with the informants. 
3 It describes the only recorded incidents of an apparent cessation of severe IPV within a 

community. 
4 It details how pedagogy can terminate IPV. 
5 It illustrates how Critical Realism and ToP could expand and refine the theory of pedagogy. 
6 It suggests that complex interventions need a complexity of theories to explain mechanism and 

context. 
7 It has generalisability because these theories were designed to be generalisable. 
8 It suggests a framework for the evaluation of empowerment interventions 
 Weaknesses 
1 It describes a brief window in time before modernity (salaried jobs, education, 

telecommunications) induces radical social change in rural areas. 
2 It does not examine a complex/diverse social field such as might be found in urban areas.  
3 It has nothing to say about the impact of alcohol, which is known to contribute to IPV. 
4 The intervention was more intense (and therefore more costly) than may be achievable in 

large-scale interventions. 
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that could be helpful to thinking about empowerment and its evaluation. This framed the 

analysis and the analytic tools used. Another researcher might have a different perspective 

and focus.  

The Stepping Stones intervention was small and well-supported in the field because it was a 

pilot study, and had positive results. Therefore, despite its challenges, it was an ideal event to 

study, and an optimal context to explore the generative mechanism. However, it cannot be 

said to be pragmatic in the way of the ‘What works’ programme, which is aimed at generating 

an evidence base on large programmes in diverse/deprived populations for global health 

policy.  

There were many favourable circumstances in The Gambia which could have helped the 

programme to succeed such as the strength of community coherence, a tradition of pacifism, 

low rates of substance abuse and criminal behaviour, and the villager’s familiarity with 

participatory development projects etc. This is discussed further in 10.6. 

 

Photo: M.Shaw 
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Table 10-2: CRTs of IPV prevention. 
 

Programme Country Intervention Significant results Reference/comments 
RRS Ghana Gender training Women reported less IPV in 

the last year. 
(Ogum Alangea 2020) 
20 communities. 

SASA! Urban 
Uganda 

Community 
mobilisation 

More male domestic labour.  
Better communication. 
Able to refuse sex. 
Joint decision-making  

(Abramsky 2014; Orroth 2010)  
400 activists, 11,000 activities reached population of 260,000.  
Men increased condom use, HIV testing, and had fewer partners 
(also significant). 

Indashyikirwa. 
(Derived from SASA!) 

Rural 
Rwanda 

Community 
mobilisation. 

Reduction in IPV reported by 
women. 

(Chatterji 2020b) 
21 couple sessions + mobilisation + safe spaces for IPV survivors. 

IMAGE. Rural 
South 
Africa. 

Gender training 
+ livelihoods. 

Reduction in IPV amongst 
participants after 2 years 

(Pronyk 2006) 

Stepping Stones.  
Urban 
South 
Africa. 

Gender training Reduction in severe IPV 
reported by men.  

(Jewkes 2008)  
Stepping Stones – 
Creating Futures 

Gender training. 
+ livelihoods. 

(Gibbs 2017)  
Unemployed 18-30 year olds, informal urban settlements. 

Sonke CHANGE Community 
mobilisation. 

No effect. (Christofides 2020) Urban informal settlements, 
intervention may be effective in rural areas. 

VATU Urban 
Zambia 

CBT for alcohol + 
IPV. 

Large reduction in IPV (Murray 2020) 
3 sites, 123 families. 
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 How did Stepping Stones–Gambia prevent IPV 
As discussed in Ch. 5 and 7, in The Gambia, the patriarchal marital system had been modified 

in response to colonisation, and change accelerated with the modernity that followed 

independence. These changes might be best understood as homeostatic cultural 

adjustments, made to maintain a state of structural morphostasis, in which the patriarchy 

continued to own the means of production. This passage by Archer can be used to describe 

such a situation, in which modernity and rights-based discourse are constrained: 

“Structural stability and forces maintaining it will have undoubtedly acted as a brake at 

first on cultural change, by sanctioning the capacity of social actors for mobilisation or re-

grouping, for quintessentially, social control is directed against re-differentiation in society. 

Yet ideational diversification is totally dependent on differentiated groups who have 

enough power to introduce and then sustain pluralistic or specialised ideas. Structural 

restraints will delay their emergence. However given the relative autonomy of the two 

domains, structural influences can restrain the emergence of new materialist interest 

groups, but they can do no more than retard the development of new ideal interest 

groups” (Archer 1995) p 316. 

In the context of late capitalism, Habermas divided discourse into the lifeworld of community 

discourse which is oriented to understanding and collective wellbeing, and the system-world 

of state media that subsequently colonised the public sphere of discourse. In the ‘system 

world’ culture became rationalised by commodification, purposive rational action is steered 

by the media of the state, which takes over from the ‘lifeworld’ as the co-ordinating 

mechanism of social action. His solution was for ‘the public’ to reclaim the discourse in the 

public sphere, locating it once again in the ‘lifeworld’ with the caveat that such discourse 

should be equitable, i.e. sincere (Table D-3) (Habermas 1984).  

The context of this study was different, most discourse existed in the ‘lifeworld’ (village life) 

and the underdeveloped ‘system world’ was less influential. Gender analysis highlighted how 

the daughter exchange system created village-level structural and cultural restraints, that 

prevented women’s ‘differentiation’ and ‘restrained’ equity of communication within this 

‘lifeworld’ discourse. Conversely, the discourse in the state’s ‘system world’ presented an 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rationality#Theories_of_rationality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Action_(philosophy)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_actions
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alternative, pro-equity, development message (rather than the commodification seen in late 

capitalism). 

The problematisation phase of Freire’s pedagogy challenges the habitus by placing it in 

situations where inherent contradictions in the doxa become apparent. This is a necessary 

condition for Archer’s ‘discernment of potential (political) projects’, which is the precursor for 

the socialisation and personification of the primary agent, which leads to social elaboration. 

It is implicit in the MA those individuals occupying the different strata of self-awareness 

influence the collective through interaction during T2-T3. Archer attributes meta-reflexives 

with the ability to reflect on themselves, the corporate interests of others, and the nature of 

existence, but does not discuss what would happen if meta-reflexives and primary agents 

have a critical dialogue about the operation of power.  

We can locate the effect of pedagogy in the context of Archer’s model of acquisition of social 

identity (Fig. 16), and construct CP as a process which operationalises the acquisition of social 

identity by primary agents. The boxes in the four corners are ‘stances’ (Fig. 38). 

  

Figure 39: How pedagogy could facilitate the acquisition of social identity 
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Freire describes what happens when “robust social actors”,  

work with “primary agents” to understand the operation of power. 

Archer’s ‘stances’ refer to personal identity, but are also implicit in social identity. For example 

we might expect a primary agent to have an evasive stance1. Reorganising social space causes 

some people to operate with a social identity from a higher quadrant than they might have 

chosen if left to their own devices (and given their personal identity). Broadening their role 

experience in this way challenges their habitus, with further impacts on stance and personal 

identity. This leads to further (secondary) morphogenesis, and personal emergence2.  

 Conscientization & wellbeing 
"Women and men learn that through learning they can make and remake themselves, because 

women and men are able to take responsibility for themselves as beings capable of knowing—

of knowing that they know and knowing that they do not" (Freire 2001) p. 15. 

The cognitive dissonance I felt at the beginning of the study related to the positive emotional 

response of the participants, and therefore, relates to the difference between their personal 

identity and my own (Table 1-7). The authentic dialogue that lies at the heart of pedagogy 

seemed to have emergent relational properties of its own, for primary and secondary social 

relationships. Over time harmonious marriage promoted wellbeing and there was a 

‘confluence of desires’ to continue ‘marriage as a partnership’. Stepping Stones also induced 

a ‘confluence of desires’ across the community, having subscribed to a common vision men 

and women seemed to be on the same side, whereas previously they had been in 

competition. As corporate groupings they co-operated to achieve a mutual vested interest.  

 

1 This does not mean that there will not be meta reflexive, or autonomous primary agents, or evasive social actors, 
since ‘stance’ towards the social context is mediated by ultimate concerns not social position. However, we might 
expect that a meta-reflexive will not be happy unless they are a social actor, and an autonomous agent will not 
be happy unless they are at least a corporate agent etc. 
2 That is there are similarities between Archer’s secondary morphogenesis in which PEPs arise from the process 
of interaction at T2-T3 and Freire’s praxis. This is a far more robust model for behaviour change than, for example, 
the transtheoretical (stages of change) model, because it operationalises dialogue, negotiation, and power. 
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I was confused by the emotional positivity of the villagers regarding ‘dialogue’, because my 

focus was on the parts and not the sum. My concept of Stepping Stones was that it laid a path 

to a negotiated transaction between husbands and wives, the so-called ‘intangibles’ of love 

and respect did not appear on my list. This is partly because anticipating the dialogue that 

participants will have with each other cannot be ‘surfaced’ as easily as the designer’s 

assumptions. Alice Welbourn used a circular model for Stepping Stones of ‘learning-sharing-

caring-changing’ (Welbourn 2000):  

“The process of “sharing and caring” between groups enhances awareness of needs 

and difficulties faced by others, as well as increasing participants own self esteem. This 

reciprocal experience of growth in self-knowledge and awareness of others has a 

powerful and positive effect on community cohesion” (Cornwall, Welbourn 2003) p 

104.  

Welbourn’s “growth in self-knowledge” is suggestive of Freire’s ‘social ways of knowing’, 

Freire also talked about mutual trust leading to a “closer partnership” (Freire 2001) p 91. 

Conscientization is achieved through the process of thematic analysis, the social architecture 

of which creates an external dialogue. This dialogue mimics Archer’s ‘internal conversation’, 

by facilitating a collective Discernment–Deliberation–Dedication process (DDD) and 

commitment to projects. This is how Archer’s ‘collective relational subject’ is created (2.3).  

Inevitably, participants continue this external dialogue as internal conversation. This further 

develops their ‘critical’ personal identity (conscientization) (Fig. 14). To explore this further, 

we must consider the possible relationships between emotion and empowerment. Both 

Archer and Freire use emotion extensively in their theories (Table 10-3).  

Except for some younger, more progressive, marriages, conscientisation seemed to occur 

mainly through dialogue amongst the secondary social relationships of the peer groups. 

Although Stepping Stones targeted dialogue within primary social relationships, participants 

applied these skills independently. This eased and democratised social interaction in the 

household, but partners rarely discussed the content of group discussions. This raises the 

possibility that there were subtle differences in how intangible relational goods emerged in 

primary and secondary relationships. That is, between the ‘pedagogy of hope’ for social 
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change developed in the groups, and the ‘pedagogy of love’ which emerged when participants 

took their learning back with them to their primary relationships. 

10.4.1 Collective relational subjects and the pedagogy of hope 
“The real ambition to control the future...varies with the real power to control that future, which 

means first of all having a grasp on the present itself” (Bourdieu 2000) p 221. 

Archer’s focus is simply that happiness comes from the ability to pursue our concerns, 

enabled by our personal identity: we “are concerned about our concerns: this is what 

commitment means. Most of inner life is a dwelling upon them...The mountaineer savours his 

great climbs and dreams of doing the ‘big seven’” (Archer 1995) p 298. In this study, much of 

the quarrelling and fighting at T1 had the quality of first order emotion, e.g. “I used to be 

angry” (8.3.3.1). This suggests there is no re-articulation of emotions, which may explain the 

effectiveness of using ‘I statements’ to prevent IPV through anger management.  

If Stepping Stones results in a personal commitment to an alternative vision of society, 

implementation of this change will be felt as positive second order emotion, capable of 

sublimating the first order emotions, and reflecting a degree of processing3. This appeared to 

 

3 An extreme example of this is that adult women appeared less traumatised by FGM than I expected. Their second 
order emotions connected with passing a rite of passage are (almost) enough to supersede the first order 
emotions felt at the time, facilitating the continuation of the practice. 

Table 10-3: Potential satisfaction from cultural action (Archer/Freire). 
 

Needs Archer Freire Section 
Personal Primary morphogenesis:  

The easement of practical concerns*. 
 

*eg fish money 
Group Secondary morphogenesis:  

Becoming corporate agents  
Pedagogy of hope: 
Despondency becomes hope 
for change (achieving a goal). 

10.4.1 

Individual Tertiary morphogenesis:  
Personification as social actors, 
personal identity is expressed through 
social identity.  

Ontological vocation to be 
human: 
Being a social actor is 
humanising (living). 

10.4.2 

Interactive Relational goods: 
How these are created is not specified 
(or considered self-evident). 

Pedagogy of Love: 
Fair and respectful dialogue 
(allowing others to live) 
promotes empathy and love.  

10.4.3 
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work for violence originating in male frustration, but not violence originating in a male desire 

to control women — such as the husband discussed in 9.3.1. His violent urges remained but 

were contained by social vigilance. 

At T1 husbands can be broadly considered to be social actors within the patriarchy but, given 

their own oppression from extreme poverty, they may still feel “Trapped in the only kind of 

cultural discourse which is currently in social parlance” (Archer 1995) p311. Their options are 

restricted by the rhetoric of patriarchy, and, an exploited farmer in a subaltern economy may 

have internalised ideological insinuations of inadequacy originating from the colonials:  

“The peasant is [emotionally] dependent [on the oppressor]4. He cannot say what he 

wants. Before he discovers his dependence, he suffers. He lets off steam at home, where he 

shouts at his children, beats them and despairs”. Interview with a peasant. 

(Freire 2001) p 65.  

It would be a mistake to see individual men as homogenous or universally aligned with men’s 

corporate ‘vested interest’5. Individuals must balance their personal concerns against the 

natural, practical, and social orders (2.6). Their inner persona sentiens may prioritise a 

harmonious household, even if their homo economicus prioritises the current relations of 

production: “Do local gender-equality projects among men represent a counter-hegemonic 

strategy at the societal level?...Part of the answer is that local interventions bring out 

alternative practices and desires for peace that already exist in the society” (Connell 2016b) 

p. 314. 

Critical pedagogy aims to facilitate ‘cultural system alternatives’ (Archer 1995) p309, as part 

of a strategy to disrupt the morphostatic cycle of oppression. Collective relational reflexivity 

(2.3) is required to overcome the ‘limit situation’ of the dominant ideology (Freire). Archer 

and Freire agree that the oppressed and the oppressors are both trapped by their situational 

logic, which is the same situational logic viewed from opposite ends. Like Freire, Bourdieu 

 

4  In contrast to Archer’s view on the internalisation of dispositions (p 15), Freire means the peasant has 
internalised the ideological position that the oppressor is superior, and he is worthless. 
5 For example, the husband who returned the money his wife made from selling milk, or the father who allowed 
his divorced wife to keep her children (7.3.1). 
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agreed that this could cause the kind of hopelessness described by Freire’s peasant (above): 

“there is a tendency for hope to increase proportionally with social power which enables an 

agent to manipulate the potentialities of the present in order to realize some future project. 

Or, conversely, levels of resignation are inversely proportional to class position” (Bourdieu 

2000) p. 228 6.  

Dialogue has a similar function as it does in Agar’s ethnography (2.3.1) where it leads to a 

‘fusion of horizons’, the resolution of different perspectives, and coherence of world view. 

Collective action requires a collective world view, which requires dialogue: “To expand the 

limits of our mind and our life-world, we need to extend the community of communication and 

adopt the universalist point of view of the ‘generalized other’ so that we can criticize existing 

societies from the point of an alternative, more inclusive and more democratic society” 

(Vandenberghe 2005). Stepping Stones brings hope, (and perhaps happiness), by creating 

corporate agency within secondary social relationships: “to produce a joint articulation of 

their ultimate concerns, as one to which the self can be wholeheartedly attached: but since 

this is about caring…the outcome itself will be a blend of logos and pathos”7 (Archer 2000) p. 

231. Pedagogy is a collective enterprise based on fair and respectful discussion in which all 

voices are heard. In the Stepping Stones communities, this seemed to induce relational goods 

in the community such as trust, reciprocity, and solidarity, which increased social cohesion. 

10.4.2 Personification, interpretive freedom, and becoming ‘human’ 
As discussed in 2.2.4, social actors are individuals who have acquired, (perhaps created), a 

role which is in harmony with their personal life goals (personification), giving them the 

opportunity to creatively express their personal identity through their social identity via a 

‘strict social role’ (commitment). Freire’s description of conscientization can be used to 

extend Archer’s ‘development of personal identity’ (Table 10-4). 

 

6 “Thus, the most oppressed groups in society oscillate between fantasy and surrender, which reflects how, below 
a certain threshold of objective chances, the strategic and anticipatory disposition diminishes” (McNay 2001) p151. 
7 Logos = logic, Pathos = an appeal to the emotions that elicits residual feelings. Stepping Stones goes beyond 
classical pedagogy because it has a ritual at the end of the programme that requires participants to publicly 
commit to their plan. Following an intense series of workshops characterised by ‘communitas’, we can believe 
these commitments were authentic and genuine. Therefore, applying the MA, I would say they also cared about 
their formulation of a positive future.  
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There is a dialectical relationship between personal and social identity, in the process of 

‘personification’ people both transform their role (develop it), and their role transforms them 

(they grow into it). As wives progressed through Stepping Stones, they embarked on a journey 

of empowerment, from object to subject, primary agent to social actor, and communicative 

to autonomous reflexivity. Even though there was no opportunity for discussion between the 

two villages, the women in both B and C requested an improved relationship with their 

husbands characterised by dialogue and partnership 8 . The ‘better life’ that the Stepping 

Stones wives committed to was conditioned by prior experience (to stay married) and first 

order emotions (anger at being controlled/oppressed). They then experienced a tertiary, or 

triple, morphogenesis when they were enabled to become social actors personifying a social 

role9. I have mapped Archer’s ‘acquisition of social identity’ against her ‘development of 

personal identity’ in table 10-5. 

 

8 The use of the English word ‘dialogue’ in Stepping Stones may well be distantly derived from Paulo Freire. 
Because the facilitators and I used the word extensively, it then became ubiquitous amongst the participants to 
symbolise discussion/co-operation. 
9 Their husbands already had a ‘strict social role’ (i.e. they were social actors) and so did not benefit in the same 
way. 

Table 10-4: Conscientization vs. collective relational reflexivity. 
 

1. Freire perceives critical dialogue (external conversation), as more significant than internal 
conversation, as it brings objectivity through ‘social ways of knowing’. 

2. In the external dialogue of thematic analysis, collective relational reflexivity induces internal 
conversation, which mediates agency: “they ‘re-consider’ through the ‘considerations’ of others, 
their own previous ‘considerations’ ” (Freire 2001) p. 112. 

3. Critical dialogue is ‘critical’; because unlike discernment, deliberation involves effortful 
concentration, and is facilitated by a teacher-student who is, hopefully, a social actor with: “the 
wherewithal to reflect upon the outside world as object” (Archer 2000) pp298. 

4. Critical reflexive changes achieved through pedagogy cause changes in personal identity and 
create personal emergent properties (PEPs). Therefore, conscientization is a political form of 
personal emergence.  

5. In Archer’s modus vivendi, agent’s concerns lead to projects, which lead to cultural emergence 
and new practices. Agents become powerful because they become more influential.  
In Freire’s modus operandi conscientization is followed by praxis. The now powerful agents are 
further empowered by becoming humanised social actors. 
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Archer’s ‘personification’ as a social actor is the equivalent of Freire’s ‘ontological vocation of 

being human’, which might explain some of the ‘feel good’ factor displayed by wives. 

Becoming a social actor is different from the pedagogy of hope, because ‘being alive’ is 

different from ‘achieving a goal’10. Put crudely, ‘being free makes you happy’, where freedom 

is the ability to be an actor in your own life. This is a second order emotion: “Our commitments 

represent a new sounding board for the emotions…we see things differently and feel them 

differently” (Archer 2000) p242. 

10.4.3 Praxis and the pedagogy of love 
Many partners never discussed the Stepping Stones curriculum with each other but still 

developed relational goods such as love, co-operation, and shared decision making. This 

suggests that the role of wife was not the only thing that changed. Theoretically, husbands 

and wives could work as partners without the emergence of relational goods (although all 

social change will create new emergent properties of some kind). Pursuing a personal concern 

is not the same as having a renewed appreciation for one’s spouse and this occurred even in 

marriages which were not originally love marriages. There were, in fact, many references to 

‘love’ between husbands and wives. Under conceptual challenge from the translators and 

 

10 Though for the women they may have been the same. 

Table 10-5: Stages in personal and social identity formation. 
 

Personal 
identity 

Prioritisation of 
personal concerns 

Social identity Projects* 
derived from 

Defined by 

I 
(Existential) 

Discernment Self Natural order Present existence 

Me 
(Conditioned) 

Deliberation Primary agent Performative 
+ social order 

Past experience 

We 
(Interactive) 

Dedication Corporate agent Social order Collective actions 

You 
(Elaborated) 

(Creativity) Social actor Unscripted Future plans 

*All individuals continuously manage concerns, and develop projects pertinent to all three orders, however 
different strata of social identity have increasing interpretive freedom of their role vis a vis the social world. 

 Derived from "How the subject reviews itself as a social object" (Archer 2003) p. 124. 
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myself, it appeared that the villagers had an ideal of romantic love which was, in essence, 

identical to the European conception.  

One of the strengths of fission and fusion, is that if each group follows the same curriculum 

each partner can ‘assume’ the other partner also has this knowledge, even if they are too shy 

to discuss it with them. However, if husbands and wives changed their commitments through 

group work, but tended not to discuss these in the household, how do we explain the 

emergence of relational goods in primary social relationships?  

Our sense was that, over the years, the practice of partnership had matured and become 

more fulfilling. From the critical realist perspective, relational goods were produced, that is 

unanticipated, unpredictable, emergent properties, were generated by the interaction 

between married partners. These could not have been produced by the agency of one of them 

alone. From the perspective of pedagogy, we could say this suggests praxis, that is, when 

husbands and wives discussed their response to environmental challenges (the mediating 

object) as equal partners, they facilitated a ‘confluence of desires’ (presumably surviving and 

flourishing):  

“Founding itself upon love, humility and faith, dialogue becomes a horizontal relationship 

of mutual trust between the dialoguers which is the logical consequence. It would be a 

contradiction in terms if dialogue – loving, humble and full of faith – did not produce this 

climate of mutual trust, which leads the dialoguers into ever closer partnership in the 

naming of the world” (Freire 2001) p. 91.  

This suggests that relational goods in primary social relationships may have originated in the 

liberation of women’s voices which were previously suppressed by the dominant ideology. 

Relational dialogue rather than relational reflexivity, praxis without conscientisation 

(conscientisation occurred in group work). This study adds to a body of qualitative studies of 

change induced by relationship skills, gender training, and empowerment programmes 

(Jewkes 2010; Jewkes 2014; Gupta 2013; Kyegombe 2014b; Hargreaves 2010; Starmann 2017; 

Stern 2017; Cislaghi 2018b).  

There have also been several meta analyses of the effectiveness of gender based programmes 

e.g. (Kraft 2014). All these interventions used related methods of empowerment. In South 
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Africa and The Gambia, Stepping Stones participants praised the effect of the relationship 

skills on their partnerships, and similar responses were given by participants in the SASA! 

gender programme in Uganda. Although they were from different cultures, they used similar 

words such as, trust, respect, hope, love, co-operation, harmony, and peace i.e., ‘intangible’ 

relationship goods (Kyegombe 2014b; Paine 2002; Jewkes 2010).  

The emergence of relational goods is supported by Starmann, who conducted a qualitative 

study looking at relationship change four years after the SASA! Programme. She created a 

model for the mechanism of teaching ‘relationship skills’ which: “nurtured a growing trust 

and respect between many partners, facilitating change in longstanding conflicts and 

generating greater intimacy and love as well as increased partnership among couples to 

manage economic challenges” (Starmann 2017) p1 (Fig. 39).  

 

The only difference between Fig. 39 and our observations, is that the ‘effective 

communication’ in pedagogy led to increased healthy relationship awareness, rather than the 

other way around. This could reflect differences in emphasis between SASA! and Stepping 

Stones. SASA! addresses IPV and starts with an acknowledgment of the social fact of the 

intimate relationship, and seeks to create ‘relational goods’. Stepping Stones starts with the 

problem of STIs and seeks to reduce associated ‘relational evils’ through thematic analysis, 

which requires effective communication to be established first. Subsequent positive 

Source (Starmann 2017) p. 237. 

Figure 40: Process of change in the SASA! Programme. 
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interaction cycles and new relational goods were not expected by the intervention team, but, 

as has become clear in this thesis, these were the ultimate concern of the participants prior 

to the intervention.  

Connell characterises an anti-sexist society as respectful and democratic (Connell 2016a) and 

both relationship skills training and critical dialogue advocate respect and fairness in dialogue. 

Freire defined respect and fairness as love, which was necessary for ‘dialogue’ and hence 

freedom: “Only by abolishing the situation of oppression is it possible to restore the love which 

that situation made impossible. If I do not love the world—if I do not love life—if I do not love 

men—I cannot enter into dialogue” (Freire 2001) pp. 77-78.  

“According to Freire, dehumanizing oppression necessarily perverts and prevents love. In 

oppressive conditions, humanization is thwarted by injustice and exploitation. These factors 

inhibit love because they ignore fairness and respect, two of the essential virtues that guide 

love, for without fairness and respect, gratitude—as well as love’s other virtues—atrophies 

in loveless relationships” (Schoder 2010) p69. 

In this study, giving fish money initially seemed to be part of a transaction, but five years later 

seemed more like generosity: “they give us whatever we ask” (8.4.3). Applying Freire, we 

could say that, initially husbands and wives had been dehumanised; wives by being reduced 

to objects, and men by being reduced to the consumers of objects, both competing to ‘have’. 

The alternative is the dialogue and collective action of praxis, which is humanising and gives 

a “zest for life” (Freire 2001) p. 91. If we apply CP to the women’s salibo play, we could say 

that: 

By “intersubjectivity directing the action [attention]” of men, 
“on an object reality, which mediates them”, 

“with a view to transforming that reality” 
the women literally achieved their 

“objective of the humanisation of men” 
 

Derived from (Freire 2001) (p 403)  
 

The action in praxis leads to the transformation of reality and the restoration of active agency, 

that is, there is added social value in living in a society where ‘the other’ is also ‘free’. 
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Freire’s praxis is an interaction between individuals in the social world, 

mediated by objects.  

Archer’s practice is an interaction between the physical and social world,  

and individuals.  

When working with both the dominators and the dominated simultaneously, we must believe 

the narrative of the dominated is a more ‘real’ than that of the dominators, because it 

originates in critical dialogue rather than the dominant discourse. If we continue with the 

logic of pedagogy, we expect that oppressed women can ‘free their minds’ with the help of a 

teacher-student; but oppressed men cannot, unless they also engage in critical dialogue with 

women 11 . This supports the importance of facilitating women’s corporate agency in an 

intervention that works with both sexes.  

Men can only be liberated from the culture of domination. 

by dialogue with the dominated. 

This study suggests that the pedagogic method itself was critical for the success of the 

intervention, and its development of empathy, understanding, and respect through dialogue, 

was necessary for cultural change to occur. CP suggests the rejuvenation of relationships was 

a by-product of the dialogue (and by necessity empathy) implicit in the pedagogic process 

itself12. We can explore this further by looking at the resource transfer between men and 

women. 

 

11 This is because from the perspective of the dominant, the personal experience of the oppressed is obscured 
and distorted by the dominant ideology. 
12 Alice Welbourn aimed to promote empathy in Stepping Stones, here she discusses her learning-sharing-caring-
changing model. “I meant caring both practically and in terms of attitudes to people with HIV: practically as in 
young and older men becoming (more) involved in hands-on caring for people around them who were sick, so that 
it was not just seen as a women's task – or e.g. doing things like fetching water or firewood or other indirect tasks 
which would alleviate the workload for the (usually female) carers; and also in terms of attitude – for instance the 
young men in Buwenda said they used to laugh at other young men who came home from the city clearly sick; but 
now they realised this could be any of them…when I created this circle, I felt that the caring stage was more of a 
stage for younger and older men after learning and sharing, but that younger and older women were brought up 
more to care anyway – at least on the practical side” (Welbourn 2017). 
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The most important changes from pedagogy are general and not specific. 

10.4.4 Economic redistribution 
“Hegemonic masculinity emphasises the man as an economic provider for the heterosexual 

household, which is an important way in which patriarchally conferred male power over women 

and children is maintained at a household level” (Gibbs 2020b) p. 536. 

There is a long history of the benefits of ‘women in development’ programmes being captured 

by men, e.g. (Carney 1991; Schroeder 1999). This could be either through deliberate 

manipulation, or simply the unquestioned adoption of pre-existing gendered frames of 

reference (Batliwala 2007; Tanima 2015) p. 91 13 . In South Africa, women’s financial 

independence from men is considered critical to reducing IPV. In The Gambia, women 

remained dependent but achieved a more equal sharing of the husband’s monetary income. 

How should we value economic equity within the household, compared with women’s 

economic independence, and how should we interpret men’s willingness to divest themselves 

for their partners?  

The IMAGE study in South Africa paired fifteen months of PLA-based gender training for 

women participants, with a microfinance programme targeting the poorest households. It 

achieved a 55% reduction in IPV amongst participants after 2 years (Pronyk 2006). The PLA 

training consisted of ten one-hour sessions, which is brief compared with Stepping Stones14. 

It was followed by encouragement to mobilise and involve men and community members. 

Interestingly the gender training was women-only at the outset, but the women themselves 

asked for their partners to participate, because they thought it would enable the women to 

make changes. Although there were poverty reduction effects from the microfinance 

programme, we must consider the possibility that it was primarily the gender training that 

reduced IPV. This is because gender training alone was effective in the SASA! programme, and 

 

13 To counter this, feminist evaluation has incorporated an analysis of power within programmes, for example 
Fernandez proposes evaluation of organisational stuctures, processes and assumptions as essential. 
14 Twelve three-hour sessions. 
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because gender programming in Stepping Stones led to improved financial support of women 

by men in both S. A. and The Gambia 15 (Jewkes 2010; Paine 2002).  

Gender programming can give women more equal control of the means of 

production, even if they do not have ownership. 

Financial support was a core issue for Stepping Stones women in The Gambia, and SA. The SA 

MRC had an interest in improving the financial support of women, to release them from 

economic dependence on men. Jewkes concluded that post-intervention, women were 

exercising agency “constrained by patriarchy, poverty and limited family support” (Jewkes 

2012) p. 1735. This led the SA MRC to expand support for livelihoods in their successor 

project, which combined Stepping Stones and the Creating futures livelihood programme, in 

Durban squatter communities (SSCF). Informal settlements in South Africa were a more 

complex and modern society than in The Gambia at that time, and had a much greater 

problem with sexualised violence. The operating environment in urban South Africa is almost 

the antithesis of the environment in rural Gambia (Table 10-6, next page).  

Economic capital buys power, and when South African men seemed to change their 

masculinities it was considered that: “While certainly less violent, these masculinities also 

supported a subtle pattern of patriarchal power, in which overt violence and control was 

replaced by control through economic provision and social hegemony” (Gibbs 2014). As 

Connell says “it is the successful claim to authority, more than direct violence, that is the mark 

of hegemony (though violence often underpins or supports authority)” (Connell 1995) p. 7716. 

Therefore, both violent and ‘economic’ masculinities promote male entitlement: one uses 

physical violence and one symbolic violence; in one there is anger about a perceived denial of 

entitlement and a quest to regain status, and in the other there is a satisfaction that status 

 

15 Including increased financial support, less violence, improved dialogue and condom use. The similarity is also 
reflected in the titles of the qualitative evaluations, ‘I Woke up after I Joined Stepping Stones’ (Jewkes 2010), 
‘Before we were sleeping but now we are awake’ (Paine 2002). These are only the controlled studies, there is in 
also a substantial grey literature of Stepping Stones evaluations with similar conclusions e.g. (Kesby 2000). 
16 Like when masculinity is embodied in masks, the voluntary submission by the women and children to the 
performance, “does not reflect or legitimise social relationships but produces them” (De Jong 1999) p46 (4.4). 
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has been achieved. This poses theoretical problems for programmes that work only with men 

and masculinity (Gibbs 2015b). 

Even though the practice of masculinity is disciplined amongst the Jola, and chaotic in SA, 

both hegemonic masculinities appear to relate to being a warrior and/or the head of a 

family17. In SA interventions, young urban men have been constructed as often subscribing to 

a violent hegemonic hyper-masculinity, but trying to move to an economic hegemonic 

masculinity (Gibbs 2018a). Conversely, in this study Jola men were subject to an economic 

hegemonic masculinity at the start which had few alternatives, but then moved to a new 

masculinity of their own definition. They seemed to share their financial resources, and 

control in decision-making unconditionally18. This, apparently voluntary, abrogation of power 

 

17 Amongst the Jola being a head of the family is inevitable, but warrior status is not conferred by actually being a 
warrior (e.g. an MFDC guerrilla). Rather it has become socialised as the attribution of magical power, and in 
ritualised competition between men at the futampaf ceremony, in wrestling competitions, and in hunting. In 
keeping with corporate Jola values, male on male violence is almost unheard of outside of initiation. I was not 
aware of any subversive masculinities although to be fair, dissident young men would be likely to move to the 
relative anonymity of the urban area. 
18 We should note that there is no economic compulsion within the structural system for them to do this. Unlike 
South Africa, husband/wide co-operation cannot easily increase household income, because within the 
patriarchal system wives have virtually no liquid assets (Jewkes 2014).  

Table 10-6: Hypothetical structural differences between The Gambia and urban S. Africa. 
 

 Rural Gambia Urban South Africa 
Wealth Very poor. Poor. 
Colonial process Relatively weak. Severely disruptive. 
Community ethnicity Relatively homogenous. Diverse. 
Indigenous culture Preserved. Acculturated. 
Modernity Low. High. 
Dual sex system Preserved. Anachronistic. 
Female headed households Very rare. Common. 
Social obligation High. Highly variable. 
Social sanction Unavoidable. Avoidable. 
Underemployment Low. High. 
Hegemonic masculinity Preserved. Fractured/competitive. 

Hypermasculinity. 
VAWG Systemic. Individualised. 
Household economic surplus Unlikely. Unachievable. 
Community view of intervention  Positive. Mixed. 
Educated population Under 18 yrs. old. Most, but may not finish. 
Childhood trauma framed as Cultural affirmation. Individual negation. 
Children’s emotional security High. Low. 
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by men in The Gambia is unusual (Campbell 2012; Gibbs 2018a), although we should note 

that it was possible to ostracise the few men who continued to subscribe to a violent 

masculinity, because the community was a bounded political unit. My explanation is that 

there was emergence. Although initially contested, the benefits of co-operation became 

clearer with time, as praxis and equitable decision making appeared to create further CEPs, 

expanding the cultural repertoire available for change. This would explain the misgivings of 

myself and other researchers, that early cultural action appeared to be culturally conservative 

– at this time, the participants were more constrained by the limit situations in their cultural 

repertoire. Later, continued co-operation became a non-financial vested interest for men, 

driven by personal concerns for wellbeing, and not the accumulation of social capital, or a 

narcissistic adoption of hyper-masculinity for cultural capital (although to be fair, changing 

their behaviour did elevate their status in the community). This implies that pedagogy about 

gender relations will be far more effective when working with all partners in a relationship, 

and after a prolonged period of praxis.  

Equitable decision-making has an incremental effect on psychological 

wellbeing, which becomes a vested interest for men and women. 

Hegemonic masculinity can only be dispelled by women increasing their control of the 

relations of production:  

“Empowerment is, first and foremost, about…changing power relations…(Batliwala 1993) 

defines power as having two central aspects—control over resources (physical, human, 

intellectual, financial, and the self), and control over ideology (beliefs, values and 

attitudes). If power means control, then empowerment…is the process of gaining control.” 

(Sen 1997; Cornwall 2016) p344.  

The provision of economic resources increases women’s choices by supplying basic needs and 

empowers their negotiation with men. However, unless the woman lives in a woman-headed 

household, these economic resources could later be captured and diverted by men. In the 
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absence of legislated, pro-women resource transfers by the state19, immediate redress can be 

achieved by redistribution of resources within the household, as observed in this study. This 

is because, while participation in household decision-making does not give ownership of the 

means of production, it does confer a controlling influence. 

 

19 For example, waiving school fees for girls. 

Photo: M.Shaw 



Conclusion: Agency, empowerment, and wellbeing. 

10—385 

 The glass box 

Table 10-7: Stepping Stones mechanism from the women’s perspective. 
 

Pedagogy <- Stepping Stones workshops ->  
Sensitisation Fission Thematic 

analysis 
Fusion Social drama Ongoing 

dialogue 
Praxis 

 
Morphogenic cycle T1 T2 

T3 
T4 Post intervention 

Cultural morphostasis Personal 
emergence 

Cultural 
morphogenesis 

Cultural elaboration Cultural 
emergence 

Structural 
elaboration? 

Ultimate concern Successful marriage Emergence of relational goods 
Relational 
reflexivity 

Communicative Collective (peers) Autonomous Meta-reflexive Autonomous Collective 
(partners & community) 

Projects 
(Personal Identity) 

Discernment Deliberation Dedication Commitment Struggle Creativity 

Social Identity Primary agent Corporate agent Social actor Empowered 

Power Power induced compliance Cultural disruption Reciprocal exchange Confluence of desires 
Social integration High Low High Higher 
Emotion Resentment Caring Learning Sharing Acting Participating 
Social interaction Patriarchal Pedagogic Participatory Safe Negotiated Contested Collaborative 

The MA suggests a potential generative model of what occurred in the Stepping Stones process. In table 10-7 I have aligned the phases of the pedagogic 
process (first row) with the MMM beneath. In the original Stepping Stones pilot study, we had tried to apply the generic health belief model which led to 
confusion, this glass box is specific for an empowerment programme. Like an electrical box with inputs and outputs, we can see the programme logic of how 
the electricity could move through the box from left to right, connecting one end to the other, and cross connecting internally. 
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Participants carry their ultimate concerns into the process of pedagogy. 

How could this model help an evaluator charged with exploring another empowerment black 

box? If we applied Realistic Evaluation, we would need to cut the box into three slices again, 

context, mechanism, and outcome (CMO). The face of each slice would show a scatter of 

truncated cable ends and the evaluator would have to connect the dots (CMO configuration). 

In table 10-8, I have imagined the glass box as a black box again and (based on this study) 

predicted the concepts I would be interested in, for the C, M, and O. 

Table 10-8: A critical realist framework for data analysis. 
 

Context Classificatory framework 
Cultural & structural systems. Morphostasis/morphogenesis. 
Emergent properties. Necessary/contingent, compatible/contradictory. 
Socio-cultural conditioning. Habitus, cultural arbitraries, doxa, ultimate concerns, 

illusio. 
Agents’ stance Passive, evasive, strategic, subversive. 
Agents’ reflexivity type. Fractured, communicative, autonomous, meta-reflexive. 
First order bargaining power. Distribution and type of resources. 
Mechanism  
Dialogue in the private sphere. Fair, respectful, sincere. 
Development of personal identity, 
(status of conscientization). 

Discernment, deliberation, dedication, (hope). 

Development of social identity, 
(empowerment status) 

Self, primary, corporate agent, social actor (PEPs). 

Negotiating strength In relation to other corporate agents. 
Second order bargaining power. Grouping and regrouping of corporate agents. 
Communication in the public 
sphere  

Safe, democratic, strategic, legitimating narrative, 
consensual action. 

Change in narrative? Breech, crisis, redressive action, reintegration, legitimation, 
restorative justice. 

Short term outcomes.  
Needs met? From natural, practical, or social order. 
Cultural morphogenesis? Change in social role? Change in practice? 
Power relationship between 
dominant and dominated 

Power induced compliance, reciprocal exchange, 
confluence of desires. 

Long term outcomes  
Continuing praxis? Dialogue about collective problem solving. 
Emergence of relational goods. Understanding, empathy, love. 
Structural morphogenesis? Change in distribution of resources and social positions 
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 The evaluation of empowerment 
In the 1990s, reductionist psychology and epidemiology were methodologically transcendent 

in health promotion theory (Parker 2001; Zwi 1993) and led to the acceptance of medicine's 

view of agents as insular individuals (Conrad 1987; Pescosolido 1992). This methodological 

individualism meant that: “those aspects of the social context which are indispensable for 

explanation – the social distribution of resources, the social pattern of normative expectations 

and the social condition of solidarity – are themselves incorporated into individual terms” 

(Archer 2000) p67. When this happens a sense of causality can be atomised, as drivers of 

social practice become statistical co-factors for individual behaviour, and in each study these 

determinants must be identified afresh. This can contribute to several problems in the 

monitoring, evaluation, and funding of women’s empowerment programmes (Table 10-9).  

Feminist researchers believe it is not possible to tackle gender discrimination without tackling 

institutionalised power (Heise 1998; Jewkes 2002b) and have advocated socio-ecological 

models of VAWG which promote ‘broad front’ strategies (Alexander-Scott 2016 2014; #358; 

Kyegombe 2014a). As social norms came to be perceived as amenable to change gender 

Table 10-9: Donor-driven problems in the evaluation of women's empowerment. 
 

 Methodological individualism at work. 
1 Linear cause-effect relationships, (particularly with the use of log frames) obscure complex 

and multi layered change. 
2 An inability to cover negative consequences such as increased IPV in response to increased 

women's power, or changes in context. This requires a parallel theory of constraints to be 
included in evaluations. 

3 Many assessment methods are not gendered in their principles or methodology and are not 
sensitive to power shifts generated by women’s rights interventions. 

4 False binaries and dichotomies are embedded in the evaluation methodology, such as 
subjective/objective, quantitative/qualitative. There is a fetishism in collecting evaluation 
and outcome data for the political needs of the donors that does not relate to the real 
evaluation needs of the project. 

5 The time course for evaluation is generally too short and precludes capturing long term, 
sustainable change. 

6 Agencies do not consider the likelihood of political instability/calamity occurring in the 
target area and the ways that this can set a project back. 

  
 

Source (Batliwala 2010). 
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training components have become more valued (Jewkes 2015) 1 . The ‘what works’ 

programme aims to identify what combinations of interventions are needed to prevent 

VAWG in different contexts, and which interventions are essential, desirable, or helpful extras 

(DfID. 2017) p63.  

Using a high-level theory, or ontology, facilitates the analysis of external validity for any 

programme, and globally Connell’s theory of hegemonic masculinity has been influential2 

(Connell 1995). In her theory, agents construct a gender identity from available masculinities 

and femininities, which either support or contest the hegemonic masculinity and the 

emphasized femininity. There is no conflict between hegemonic masculinity and the MA, 

because Connell’s theory is neither a theory of social reproduction, nor dependent on such a 

theory, and she warns against: “slippage between notions of hegemony and notions of 

domination, which are easily blurred when the reproduction of a hierarchical system is 

assumed” (Connell 2016b) p. 305. Theories of domination, such as discussed in this thesis can 

therefore contribute as to how some of these identities came into existence. 

Social norms are an important concept in the theory of hegemonic masculinity. This has led 

to a rise in norms theory (Cislaghi 2018c) and a re- emphasising of diffusion of innovation and 

social marketing theory, which target change in norms rather than change in reflexivity 

(Cislaghi 2020). Thus, health promotion theory has almost come full circle and once again 

approaches the truism of the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Fig. 8): that is, beliefs, norms, and 

perception of control determine behavioural intention. Change in norms is only one part of a 

necessary ‘change in people’ (cultural action) which includes dialogue and corporate identity. 

 

1 The importance of gender integrated programmes is now recognised by the UN, WHO and USAID. 
2 Connell describes hegemonic masculinity as being constantly contested by people’s fluid adoption of authorized 
and marginalised gender identities. These identities are constantly under construction, renovation, and 
contestation. It is an adaptation of Gramsci’s Marxist theory of hegemony, in which he describes the cultural 
hegemony of the bourgeoisie. Gramsci would probably have situated feminist public health research as being part 
of a ‘war of position’ fought on the terrain of civil society, a.k.a. a passive revolution. Hegemonic male power is 
located in the apparatus of government, women’s power is located in civil society. A passive revolution organically 
advances an alternative cultural hegemony; by the oppressed 1) breaking the culture of silence in the public 
sphere; 2) influencing or controlling institutions or creating alternative ones; 3) educating children into different 
ways of thinking; and 4) reclaiming language. Gramsci believed that apart from active revolution, this was the only 
way to replace the hegemonic view with an alternative (Gramsci 1971). 
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Such a focus on health, rather than empowerment outcomes, can under-estimate the effect 

of critical pedagogy in which “the personal is also political” (Hanisch 1969):  

“Prioritising gender norms as the glue underpinning gender systems depoliticises the 

nature of the injustices that disproportionately affect women. Norms are only one aspect 

of how gender inequalities are replicated and entrenched. Norms reflect and interact with 

other social and structural aspects of gender inequality. The reification of gender norms as 

a magic bullet that will singularly transform gender power relations does a disservice to 

millions of women navigating extreme forms of oppression daily” (George 2019). 

In the extended case method, it is the resulting abducted theory not ‘the case’, which is 

generalised. At its heart, critical pedagogy contains the a priori assertion that there is a 

ubiquitous model of oppression that can be transferred from one situation to another. 

Therefore, CP should have applicability for the evaluation of empowerment programmes in 

general: “Process evaluation will provide the information on implementation and context 

that…is essential if reviews are to assist decision makers. It is therefore helpful if process 

evaluations of similar interventions build on one another’s findings, using comparable 

methods if possible, so that reviewers can make…comparisons” (Moore 2015) (Fig. 10). 

Blue boxes represent components of process evaluation, informed by the intervention description, which 
inform interpretation of outcomes. 

Fig. 10: Key functions of process evaluation and relationships among them.  

Source (Moore 2015). 
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At the start of this study, my “description of the intervention and its causal assumptions” was 

naïve. Now, hopefully, the glass box model can provide a generative model of the intervention 

mechanism, its causal assumptions, and the effect of context, which could be refined in 

further studies of empowerment programmes. In Fig. 40 (next page), I have added my 

‘mechanism’ for the Stepping Stones black box (Fig. 38) to my original model for the Stepping 

Stones evaluation (Fig. 6), placed it into the MRC model above (Fig. 10), and added the 

development of relational goods.  

As before, it is assumed that the process and outcome evaluations are integrated and 

mutually informative. Archer’s emergent properties are now considered as part of the context 

to be analysed through analytical dualism, as is Bourdieu’s relationship between the social 

context and the actors through doxa. At the systemic level, the field is analysed as having 

relationships based on capital accumulation, at the individual level relations are based on 

personal concerns. The quadrants of the field represent the restructuring of the public sphere 

into democratic peer groups. The arrow of pedagogy represents the conscientization, 

followed by socialisation, that leads to personal emergence.  

Photo: M.Shaw 
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Perhaps this thesis can provide a less ‘cluttered’ view of the links between context, 

mechanism, and outcome, because it is a detailed discussion of an intense intervention, in a 

tiny homogenous population (table 10-10).  

Quantitative data is also facilitating generative models of IPV using successionist causality 

(Gibbs 2018b; Jewkes 2017; Karmaliani 2017). This evidence connects IPV to a global iceberg 

of childhood abuse and neglect (relational evils) for perpetrators and victims. What works’ 

CRTs incorporate qualitative process evaluation and, as knowledge about IPV expands, use 

increasingly sophisticated measures of relationship power. However, there is a great deal of 

variation between the studies presumably caused by population characteristics rather than 

the relatively standardised methodology, and some studies demonstrated few significant 

results when their qualitative data was quite positive (Table 10-11).  

CRTs are a blunt instrument for researching an ‘open system’ (p 2—69) or, analysing a moving 

target like ‘empowerment’ (which is context specific) because of the epistemic fallacy. Jewkes 

and Gibbs have published several papers outlining the challenges they have faced with the 

‘what works’ studies. Some interventions had different effects on different subgroups. For 

example: Stepping Stones made a significant difference in preventing non-abusive men 

becoming abusive in SA, but did not stop abusive men continuing their practice; while the 

direct opposite was seen in the community mobilisation study in Rwanda (Chatterji 2020a). 

Jewkes has explored the random wandering in reported IPV by male respondents in the 

control arms of several studies. The differences could have had profound consequences and: 

Table 10-10: Attributes of the Gambian communities studied. 
 

1 Long historical record facilitated analytical dualism.  
2 Small, close knit communities. Other studies tended to use larger geographically defined 

communities. 
3 Worked with the whole community (old and young). Other studies worked with part of the 

community. 
4 High penetration, about 50% of the adults attended Stepping Stones. 
5 In most cases wives and their husbands attended (in different groups). 
6 Hegemonic masculinity and emphasized femininity are explicit, codified, and transmitted at 

initiation, leading to a relatively transparent, homogenous, and disciplined society.  
7 Less cultural diversity than urban environment, fewer competing identities. 
8 Alcohol free Islamic communities. 
9 Stepping Stones-Gambia did not specifically target IPV, even though it included gender 

training. 
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“will require proportionately larger studies and more resources per study but the 

impact…could be mitigated by raising the bar for commencement of RCTs until after all the 

design and implementation issues for interventions have been ironed out through iterative 

mixed methods research in pilot evaluations” (Jewkes 2020)1. This problematised variation in 

results between CRTs, reminds me of the difficulties in replicating the results of the Mwanza 

CRT on HIV prevention (Table 2-2). Pawson and Tilley’s argument for realistic evaluation is 

that it is what works, for who, where, and when, that matters, but quantitative CRT data can 

average-out and blur these important observations, obscuring rather than clarifying causality 

(2.1.3). This study is an in-depth exploration of the who, what, and when, of a Stepping Stones 

programme that seemed to go particularly well. Gibbs and Jewkes have called for in-depth 

studies; in the quote below, ‘latent constructs’ (e.g. ‘male superiority’ and the ‘culture of 

violence’) refers to cultural beliefs and values that animate the known ‘risk factors’, to cause 

IPV. In the terms of this thesis, perhaps ‘latent constructs’ might come from doxic thought or 

CEPs: 

“To achieve greater clarity on the drivers of IPV and the underlying latent constructs we 

need in depth, rigorous qualitative research. Long-term ethnographic research has the 

potential to show how a confluence of different aspects of people’s lives, identities, 

influences, and immediate contextual factors can result in violence. This should enable a 

better understanding of the nature of interventions needed to prevent violence and it can 

also result in empirically testable hypotheses about the mechanisms through which risk 

factors lead to IPV. High-quality qualitative research is also important as formative 

research for intervention development or adaptation in new settings. Understanding which 

drivers are particularly prominent, and how they operate together to increase IPV in a 

particular location, enables interventions to better resonate with local settings and be 

more effective. Building support for further qualitative research supported by funders or 

government will only be possible by qualitative research shifting away from descriptive 

analyses towards theoretically located analyses, recognizing positives and negatives of 

approaches, and contributing to wider debates. Quantitative research needs to move from 

 

1 She also notes that some believe various interventions may be fundamentally incompatible with the methods 
of RCTs. 
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cross sectional models of ‘risk factors for IPV’ to focus on developing theoretically driven 

models, which can test hypotheses about the drivers of, and the pathways to, IPV” (Gibbs 

2020a).  

While I agree with this, there is a difference with pedagogic interventions. These already have 

an established theoretical basis and (if gender-aware and well executed) should end up 

‘where they need to be’ regardless of whether we understand them, because they are 

participatory processes. This appeared to be what occurred with Stepping Stones in The 

Gambia, and further refinement and adaptation would, in my view, been unlikely to improve 

the outcome. The important point is that, because it is gender-based PLA, the outcome is a 

degree of critical consciousness which is likely to include GEWE (Gender equality and 

women’s and girls’ empowerment) outcomes.  

The difficulty for the evaluator is that the products of pedagogy vary with social context and 

limit situations present at the beginning. In keeping with Archer’s ‘riddle of society’ (p 177) in 

this study, the product of dialogue between the intervention and the community, existed in 

the space where our agendas overlapped (Fig. 41).  

This study offers a further proof of concept of Stepping Stones, and suggests a potential 

mechanism linked to its context. At the outset, staff thought the project would be 

exceptionally challenging, but in many ways, the communities studied were ‘enabling 

environments’ (Campbell 2012). In general, interventions based in stable rural areas with 

higher numbers of partner participation (such as in this study) seem more effective than those 

Ultimate concern of 
community. 

Ultimate concern of 
Intervention. 

Empower women to 

use ABC. 

Satisfaction in marriage 

and prevention of 

divorce. 

More financial and 

communicative equity within 

households. 

Figure 42: The outcome of pedagogy depends upon human activity, but never corresponds to the 
actions of even the most powerful. 

Relationship goods  
produced by pedagogy. 
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in urban informal settlements. In this study the communities were self-defined, with a high 

degree of social cohesion, and negligible cultural delinquency. On a day-to-day basis they 

were self-governing and had previous experience of participating in community development 

initiatives. Put together these could explain why this is the only study that reputedly 

prevented, rather than reduced IPV2. It supports the view that, in the context of relationships, 

dialogue between partners is necessary because men will have to ‘give up’ power if equity is 

to be achieved: “To change gendered power relations and deeply rooted norms and 

values...calls for approaches that also work with those whose actions and attitudes affect 

others. Most importantly it requires a shift beyond individual behaviour change to approaches 

that can begin to tackle contextual factors such as poverty and discrimination” Alice Welbourn 

(Cornwall 2003b) p9. The factors listed above led to a significant emotional investment and 

work rate by the participants, who from their point of view had chosen to accept an offer of 

free education. As it turned out, Stepping Stones appeared to deliver what it ‘says on the box’ 

(in our case the ‘black box’). 

PLA practitioners know that if a coherent community of participants does not exist, they will 

have to create one. In Archer’s terms this means the formation of a corporate identity based 

in shared life opportunities and vested interests, followed by collective relational reflexivity. 

Jewkes identifies male superiority and a culture of violence as being required for IPV to occur 

(Jewkes 2002a). Jola society encompasses violence within its culture but is not a ‘culture of 

violence’ in that violence in other settings will probably meet social disapproval. In S.A. 

Stepping Stones had to work with more socially fragmented informal settlements where the 

social bonds between participants were less cohesive, and there is an established culture of 

violence. Perhaps the high level of deprivation in informal settlements contributed to more 

people with fractured reflexivity’s and associated mental illnesses. Perhaps there is no quick 

solution to VAWG in informal settlements without additional ecological, and therapeutic 

interventions.  

 

2 This sounds good but is statistically meaningless, considering that the population of the intervention villages 
was less than a thousand, and other studies have worked with populations of tens of thousands. 
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 Contribution to health promotion practice 
This thesis shows how critical realism offers a conceptual escape from the post-modern ‘crisis 

in agency’ which has afflicted sociology. This is theoretical, but theory matters when we study 

interventions that seek to dispel the illusion of doxa. CP explains the behaviour of the 

oppressed and the impact of the dominant ideology upon them, but it does not say how the 

dominant ideology itself came to be formed. Realist sociology describes a mechanism for this, 

and with this knowledge comes a renewed appreciation of how social position is, or can be, 

used to advantage. Freire explores personal identity, but Archer allows us to explore social 

identity and how it can help empowered individuals gain control. The Stepping Stones 

programme illustrates the effectiveness of providing a parallel process (M2) for cultural 

elaboration, which can bypass the usual processes of culture formation. 

By elaborating Freire’s theory, to a theory of change following a pedagogic programme, 

critical realism offers a more visible and central focus on “how power acts as a determinant 

of health” (George 2019). It allows us to place multiple, intersectional, relationships of 

oppression within a single model, or economy of power, which has greater explanatory 

potential. Conversely, evaluations of empowerment type interventions that ignore the impact 

of power on culture, communication, and action, are likely to be uninterpretable. 

The dialectical nature of critical realism corresponds to the dialectical nature of personal 

growth. This offers more insights into the process of empowerment than can be achieved 

through non-dialectical approaches and cross-sectional surveys. In health promotion, 

empowerment interventions are often instigated to achieve a particular desired outcome or 

cultural action, but the primary outcome of an empowerment programme is empowerment, 

and evaluation should be based on its effectiveness in achieving this.  

Empowerment = conscientisation + equitable change in social identity.  

It is achieved through critical thinking, authentic communication, 

and the democratisation of the public sphere.  
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No matter how important they are, specific programme objectives such as preventing FGM, 

HIV or IPV, are secondary outcomes (or outputs) and as such will be highly context specific. 

This emphasises the importance of analysing the social context and explains the variation in 

these secondary outcomes between programmes. This variation in secondary outcomes 

implies that empowerment programmes should be evaluated on the change in relational 

power rather than their ability to achieve these specified changes. 

If I were to evaluate an empowerment programme again, I would start with the critical realist 

model of pedagogy discussed in this thesis and conduct an initial in-depth study of the social 

context and its emergent properties. I would then follow participants and facilitators through 

the programme using video, to explore the effect of the programme content on their 

emotional response, ways of thinking, communicating, and relating to those around them. 

Diadic interviews would be required to explore the anticipated development of relational 

emergent properties. I would also collect quantitative data on gender and development 

objectives such as labour patterns and household decision making. All of these are primary 

outcomes, secondary outcomes would be the development of CEPs and SEPs, and I would 

also collect data on these, but with the recognition that they may be less predictable.  

 Conclusion 
It is not possible to work in empowerment, without understanding disempowerment, and 

acknowledging that the current arrangement of the social system is one of domination. In the 

early days of the HIV epidemic, health promotion theory was complicit in the ‘scholastic 

fallacy’ in which the presence of a system of domination could neither be acknowledged or 

challenged. The effect this domination could have on individuals’ self-efficacy was regarded 

as peripheral. Even other theory-based evaluations (TBE, 2.1.2) may not yield a theory of 

power, because observations of the intervention describe the new, but not the pre-existing, 

mechanism (M2 not M1) (2.1.3). Therefore, health promotion theory was ill-equipped to 

evaluate empowerment interventions that used an ontology of oppression vs. freedom. From 

the perspective of critical theory, empowerment requires cultural disruption, and to 

understand cultural disruption we need to understand the context of culture formation. 
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The Pedagogy of the Oppressed was based on the politics of class, and only later did Freire 

clarify its scope to include other forms of domination and oppression. Regardless of his 

clarification, feminist practitioners were left with a problem of intersectionality, that is, how 

to work with oppressed men and women, when men are also the oppressors of the women. 

This led to the innovation of other strategies. Empowerment interventions have been honed, 

developed, and adapted to work with gender, social scientists have developed the evaluation 

of complex interventions, and women researchers have driven studies of VAWG in which 

relationships of power are axiomatic. 

Frustrations with the small size of positive outcomes has fuelled debate as to whether the 

theory of empowerment has ‘lost its way’ (Campbell 2013), or needs to be updated (Cornwall 

2010), with proponents’ focus being on the importance of context. Archer and Bourdieu can 

help us understand the role of context, by showing us how norms and beliefs are influenced 

by the dominant class and ideology, providing a rich text for discussing false consciousness 

(once we decide there can also be critical consciousness and reflexivity).  

I set out to explore which of the theories of Archer, Bourdieu, and Freire might be best at 

describing the ‘structure – agency problem’ and elaborating the mechanism of Stepping 

Stones. I found their theories were complementary, none of them could explain our data 

alone and it was necessary to draw on all of them in my analysis. If we accept Archer’s criticism 

of Bourdieu for ‘central conflation’ and the proposed solution of the reflexive habitus, I 

suggest that these theories are not contradictory. If we accept that our subjective reflection 

is a virtual reality altered by emotion and habitus, then it also follows that dialogue with 

others is the only way we can increase our objectivity. Freire proposes that this can be used 

to decode and replace dominant ideology, through the symbolic kindness of relationships; 

“grounded in intrinsically worthwhile and superior principles” (Moore 2012) p. 101. Bourdieu 

emphasised morphostasis more than morphogenesis, but his Theory of Practice supplied a 

richer description of the process of structural conditioning than either Freire or Archer. I 

found his concepts of disinterested capital, symbolic violence and illusio useful, but felt that 

respondents with a well-formed habitus still behaved reflexively. This supported Archer’s 
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criticism that there were limitations to his theory of habitus1. Archer’s model was useful in 

explaining the Stepping Stones process. Freire’s model further refined her description of 

empowerment.  

Archer shows us how critical actors can emerge from society. 

Bourdieu shows us how the emergence of critical actors is impeded by society. 

Freire shows us how to accelerate the emergence of critical actors. 

I explored the existing mechanism (M1) by looking at habitus formation (the product of 

practice) and investigated the potential for subversion of this mechanism by identifying 

cultural emergent properties within the context. Understanding Bourdieu’s disinterested 

economy helped me identify why the prevalent doxa had taken the form that it had, through 

an analysis of systemic (rather than individual) power; and how it engendered symbolic 

violence. If agents’ habitus are in harmony with the prevailing doxa, cultural norms and values 

are likely to be seamlessly reproduced (M1). Understanding Archer’s ‘emergent properties’ 

allows us to identify contradictions that may induce change (M2). Understanding, both helps 

us plan pedagogy and analyse its effects on social norms. In this way Archer and Bourdieu 

help us explore the subsurface of the intervention ‘mechanism’ (M2). They enable us to 

understand the world when someone else has changed it, deepening the conceptual 

framework available for innovating cultural action: “the stratified ontology [of Critical 

Realism]...facilitates intersectional analysis…to understand the multi-layered fabric of social 

life, while not closing the door to ‘non-intersectional’ analyses that focus on how one specific 

 

1 Archer does this by replacing Bourdieu’s “central conflation” of agency and structure embodied in habitus, with 
conditioned but autonomous ‘persons’. “If “structure” and “agency” are conceptualised as being inseparable, 
because they are held to be mutually constitutive, then this blurring of subject and object necessarily challenges 
the very possibility of reflexivity itself. If the two are an amalgam, it is difficult to see how a person or a group is 
able to reflect critically or creatively upon their social conditions or context” (Archer 2007) p39. Although Archer’s 
description of cultural oppression is less rich than Bourdieu’s, it is still an essential component of MA. Bourdieu 
captures the influence of affect on agents’ decisions better than Archer (“routine behaviour”) but this had little 
relevance to the Stepping Stones process, because Stepping Stones induces a highly explicit and reflexive dialogue 
between the participants. 
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categorical and structural dimension of this social life causally affects a situation of interest” 

(Gunnarsson 2016) p. 4372. 

Power in cultural discourse is not the ability to exclude others, but our capital/capability to 

direct others to exclusion, or any other destination. Therefore, power is relational (Cornwall 

2016) the power of the dominant increases, as that of the dominated diminishes, and vice 

versa. It is inversely proportional. Viewed from this perspective, ‘exclusion’ from the 

dominant culture is the corralling of the power that was taken (or given), so that it cannot be 

reclaimed. Theorising the personal emergence of reflexivity within this power struggle 

between authorised and marginalised groups of agents, explains how seemingly arbitrary 

decisions about masculinity and femininity come to be made. Although the Morphogenic 

Approach is a neutral description of the mechanism of power, the critical realist project is 

concerned with emancipatory social practice (Corson 1991). When we apply a critical realist 

analysis of agency to Freire’s pedagogy, it becomes a platform for action which could be useful 

to the feminist project, and frames an analysis of why: “Empowering women is both the means 

and the end” (Moosa 2012). 

I believe that this study shows the process of empowerment is nuanced in such a way that 

epidemiological studies risk underestimating the power of pedagogic interventions. As 

researchers, the way we think about empowerment is restricted by our “social conditions of 

possibility” (Bourdieu 1998) p. 129; and subject to ‘unacknowledged conditions of action’ 

(Archer 2007) p17 by the scholastic establishment (Cornwall 2020). In empowerment 

research, academia collides with a radical world of social change, and we need to remember 

that:  

“Liberation from hunger and misery does not necessarily converge with liberation from 

servitude and degradation…the self-formative process of spirit as well as our species 

essentially depends on the relation between labour and interaction”. 

(Habermas 1973) p. 169.  

 

2 For example, daughter exchange. 
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For me personally, this thesis has answered some lifelong questions about the nature of 

empowerment. Critical dialogue and conscientisation seemed to be necessary precursors for 

empowerment (Cornwall 2016) and there seemed to be a natural fit between the theories of 

Archer, Bourdieu, and Freire. Critical Realism and the Theory of Practice have been largely 

overlooked in the evaluation of pedagogy, but I suggest that they can be used to update 

Freire’s original theory, making it fit for purpose in the 21st century.  

Photo: M.Shaw 
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Figure 43: In the field: Top Lamin Gibba, bottom Mama-Sirreh Jarjue. 
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Annex A: Consent procedure 
Turn on mini-disc recorder 
Thank you for your interest in participating this study, I work for the Stepping Stones Project 
and the MRC and I would like to tell you a bit about our study.  
We want to ask about 80 people their views on family life and Jola culture. In these interviews 
we are interested in the important qualities that a man or woman should have. So we will be 
asking quite personal questions, for example, things like ~ 
How it was when you were a child, what did your family teach you about how to behave,  
About important events in your life such as initiation and marriage 

• How you spend your day 
• Who are your friends, what do you do together? 
• What expectations are placed on you by friends, neighbours, and family.  
• How people settle disputes. 
• How you make decisions in your marriage 
• How Islam affects your life. 

If you are willing, we would like to talk to you for on one or two occasions for about an hour. 
We will record our conversation on this machine. You will of course be free to end the 
interview at any time. If there are any questions you do not wish to answer, please just say ‘I 
do not want to answer this question’ and we will go to the next question. 
No one apart from ourselves and (translators name) will hear the recording. If the 
conversation is ever written down your name will be removed so no one knows who was 
being interviewed.  
Do you have any questions? Is there anything you would like to know? Is there anything you 
do not understand? 
 
When all questions have been answered and the interviewee is happy to proceed: 
 
OK in a minute I would like you to speak into the microphone to record the fact that we have 
discussed this, and you are happy to proceed……. 
So ……my name is…………..today’s date is ………….and you are …………..of ………..village. 
Are you happy to be interviewed for the study that we have just discussed? 
(Offer microphone to interviewee) Thank you  
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Annex B: Question guide for spouse interview  
• Biography and aspirations throughout life course. 

Childhood, Marriage, Married life, Future, hopes for children. 
Dates, age. Childhood; initiation, religion, strict or relaxed parenting, fostering, 
relationship with parents, age at marriage, arranged or love match? how 
arranged/met, allowed to choose? sanctions, happiness, violence. Feelings at time of 
marriage and later? How did marriage work when you were young? Children; 
schooling of children (girls), arranged marriage for girls? FGM, career hopes. 

o Social Networks. 
o Relationship between wives and husband’s family, likes dislikes, strengths, 

weaknesses, love? 
o Kafo membership.  
o Networks for affective needs, significant others, who do you share secrets with? 

who do you go to if sad? Who can you discuss sexual problems/violence with? 
o Networks for material and instrumental needs, advocates if disharmony, borrow 

money. 
o ‘Community attachment’, part of community? Friends. 

•  Interactions between husband and co-wives 
Norms. How was the decision made to take co-wives? Level of empathy between co-
wives. Organisation of tasks, cooking and sexual activity between wives, 
contraception. Economic activity, land use, crops, fish money, child care, joint 
working. 

• Negotiation and marital conflict. How did conflict and resolution happen. 
o Sanctions husband/wife, wife/wife, wife/husband, change over time? Use of social 

networks. 
o Positive and negative examples of negotiation. 
o Arguments and violence. 

 Frequency. 
 Definition, shouting, pushing, shoving, punching, kicking. 
 Causes. 
 Times and locations. 
 Acceptability, attitude from natal family. 
 Intervention, family, neighbours. 
 How were conflicts resolved, (evidence of change following Stepping 

Stones?) 
• Change following Stepping Stones.  

o Perception of the intervention, participation, appreciation, understanding of. 
o Evidence of change following Stepping Stones? Examples, how it occurred. 
o Relationships with husband and co-wives. 
o Happiness in relation to other marriages. 
o Happy/unhappy outliers. 
o Heard of violence in the community? What happened. 

• Gender. 
o Hegemonic and subordinate masculinities and femininities, kanyelings. 
o Support/resistance for Hegemonic femininities? 
o Evidence of change in balance of power between husbands and wives?  
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Annex C: Themes for focus groups discussion 
Consent.  

• Our questions are about traditions, marriage, the family and how we train our children. 
Get names, age, marital status, and descriptions of participants. 

Parenting 

• How are boys, and girls trained What happens if a boy behaves like a girl, or a boy like a 
girl. What do we mean by the word “stubborn”. Would you prefer to have sons or 
daughters, why? 

Marriage 

• How do you define “love” and “bear”. Who bears more men or women?  

• How did arranged marriage happen in the old days What are the benefits of arranged 
marriage. Are you planning to arrange husbands for your daughters; or ask her to look 
within the family? 

• What do you think about polygyny, good/bad? 

• What causes violence in marriage. Has that changed, how? 

• What will a man do when a woman does not love him, or a woman when a man does not 
love her. If there is a problem in marriage what do you do, who might you go to, examples? 

• Have there been changes in family life in your lifetime.  

• What do you know about Salibu and Bukinorab. 

Social life 

• How do men and women become powerful in the compound, who are more powerful 
men or women. 

• What are the effects of schooling/education, good or bad?  

• How do the kafos work here? 

Condoms,  

• Availability, good/bad, how did you learn to use them, are they used. 

Stepping Stones villages 

• Did anything change because of Stepping Stones, good things/bad things, men/women. 

• How do they compare with surrounding villagers who did not receive Stepping Stones.
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Annex D: The reflexive habitus 
  

  

Figure 44: I would rather die on my feet than live on my knees. 
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Photographs overleaf. 

Top: The Serrekunda massacre. Peaceful student protesters defending themselves against live 

fire from paramilitaries 10th April 2000. Fourteen people were killed.  

Source: https://gambia.smbcgo.com 

Bottom: Protest calling for President Jammeh to leave power after his election defeat, 2017. 

Source: http://allafrica.com 

The phrase “I would rather die on my feet than live on my knees” has often been attributed 

to Che Guevarra; but he attributed it to Emilano Zapata (the hero of the Mexican revolution, 

c. 1910); who claimed he took it from Jose Marti (the hero of the Cuban independence 

movement). It was made famous by Dolores Ibarrui, also known as "La Pasionara" (1895- 

1989) who first used it on 18.7.1936 in a radio broadcast to the republican women of Spain, 

during the civil war. 
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Introduction 

This Annex is a justification for my claim that the theories of Archer, Bourdieu, and Freire are 

compatible, and the concept of the ‘reflexive habitus’ is valid. Archer, Bourdieu, and Freire 

can all be seen as critical theorists. All three can be considered critical realists and post 

Marxist, in Archer’s case post Marxist influences coming via the work of Roy Bhaskar. They 

have all tried to restore agency to structuralism and perceive social objects as relational. They 

all possess the qualities of ‘critical theory’ (Table D-1). 

Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice (ToP). 
Bourdieu’s has been appropriately criticised for excluding the possibility of conscientization 

(or indeed explaining his own critical consciousness) which he struggled with in his later work. 

The problem occurs because his theory precludes the possibility of truly reflexive agency, 

which makes it incompatible with the MA. This is because Bourdieu describes the influence 

of structural and cultural factors on human agency as being realised in the present through 

their physical ‘embodiment’ in the individual’s ‘habitus’. This habitus leaves human agency 

relatively constrained, conceptually flattening our perception of the social fabric.  

Bourdieu is commonly labelled a generative structuralist (Packer 2011) p. 321, but 

Vandenberghe believes he was a critical realist (Vandenberghe 2016). However, compared 

with the other three theorists he was an ontological outlier. Archer had been a colleague of 

Pierre Bourdieu’s at the Sorbonne in the 60’s but travelled a different path.  

1 Thinking for emancipation. 
 “Critical science is committed to constructing bodies of knowledge that have substantial impact 

on the long-term best interests of humanity”. 
2 Critique as illusion-destroying 
 “Laying bare the implicit (often dominating) assumptions of various systems of thought…and 

the partisan assumptions underlying ideology and false consciousness”. 
3 Critique as self-creation 
 “The social world is not independent and separate from "us". This involves the feature of 

"reflexiveness" that obtains in the social world. We constitute the social world, for better or 
worse. And the forms of knowing that we gain through the social sciences also give rise to 
forms of creating of new social forms -- again, for better or worse. So it is crucial to pay 
attention to the plasticity of the social relations in which we live, and the innovations we create 
in those relations through our own processes of knowing and doing”. 

  
Source (Little 2013) 

 

Table D 1: What is critical theory? 
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Freire and Bourdieu both published critiques of the education system in 1970; (Freire 2001; 

Bourdieu 1970), but neither referenced the other. Despite Bourdieu’s advocacy of ‘sociology 

as a martial art’, his dependency on the concept of habitus meant that he criticised the 

possibility of transformative social change through pedagogy. He was dismissive of “popular 

pedagogues” – who Burawoy assumes were Gramsci and Freire (Burawoy 2012a).  

Archer terms Bourdieu’s concept of habitus as ‘central conflation’ which makes it 

incompatible with Critical Realism. Her reasoning is that ‘habitus’ conflates the effects of 

structure and agency within the individual and this diminishes the causal power of agency. 

That is, because it precludes the concept of analytical dualism, which is, that social and 

cultural phenomena contain within them possibilities for novel agency which are real and 

exist, even if they are never manifest by human agents. This has led to a fierce, and distracting 

debate between Archer and Bourdieu’s supporters about the possibility of a ‘reflexive 

habitus’. 

Precluding social transformation was not Bourdieu’s desired outcome. He was a prolific 

author and his views changed slightly over time. This combined with his defensiveness, self-

confessed obscurantism (Searle 2013), and antipathy to credit theoretical influences 

(Burawoy 2012b), all hindered interpretation of his work. In his last work, ‘Pascalian 

Meditations’, he reworked social transformation almost to the point of contradicting his 

original theory. Others have argued that a slightly more generous interpretation of his work 

shows that the precursors for reflexive action are present, despite Bourdieu’s own obstinacy 

on this point. King argued that the elements needed were present in his slightly earlier 

‘practice theory’, while his long-term collaborator Loïc Wacquant, always believed that the 

purpose of their theory was to help people understand the operation of power, so that they 

could resist it.  

Nevertheless, ToP proposes an outstanding system-level description of the mechanism of 

cultural morphostasis, that is not really present in the work of the other theorists. I propose 

that their alleged incompatibility is a consequence of a reification of the concept of ‘thought’.  
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Origins. 

A middle-class entrant to the elite, Bourdieu became ‘the outsider looking in’, and was a keen 

observer of the role of culture in status (Decoteau 2016b). He started his thinking during the 

Algerian war of independence, while doing anthropological field work related to village life 

amongst the Kabyle people, who are ethnically Berber (Bourdieu 1979). He drew on this work 

to produce his seminal text (Bourdieu 1977). Burawoy contrasted ‘Algeria 1960’ by Bourdieu, 

with its contemporary ‘The wretched of the earth’ by Franz Fanon (Fanon 1963) (Fig. 44), who 

was an important influence on Freire1. 

“It is significant, then, that with immersion in the French political field Bourdieu breaks with 

his own “revolutionary” writings on Algeria to offer a completely different rendering of 

Algerian society. His best known Algerian writings are not the early ones but the heavily 

theorized treatises An Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972) and the subsequent version, 

The Logic of Practice (1980). Based on a timeless, context free construction of rural Kabyle 

– an anthropological mythology if ever there was one – it is here that Bourdieu develops 

the concepts of symbolic capital, habitus, doxa, and misrecognition, which are then used to 

paint France in functionalist colours. Here lies Bourdieu’s brilliance (and one might say his 

limitations) – to take the elementary forms of a fabricated Kabyle social life as the building 

blocks for studying advanced capitalism” (Burawoy 2012b) p. 2. 

Bourdieu’s origin story includes his analysis of gift giving amongst the Kabyle as a 

misrecognised transaction. His premise was that gifts are transactional, but their transactional 

nature has become obscured. This is either because they are historical rites which have 

become enshrined in culture, or because the participants willingly reinterpret the ‘primary 

strategy’ of generating social obligation as something else, using a secondary, cultural, 

‘legitimating strategy’. The practice of gift giving is not therefore truly reflexive.  

The debate about habitus and misrecognition has led several authors to re-examine 

Bourdieu’s time in Algeria, and his extraction of a simplified ‘overview’ from the experience 

(Curto 2016; Burawoy 2012b; Goodman 2009). Goodman claims that Bourdieu’s fieldwork 

 

1 Fanon was supported by Jean Paul Sartre who wrote the foreword. Bourdieu felt competitive towards Sartre as 
he sought the status of the public’s intellectual.  
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ignored the effects of the Algerian war and one of his later Algerian collaborators, Mahmoud 

Mammeri, asked whether such a reconstructive portrayal was not “complicated by the fact 

that these societies…were in a state of total crisis?” (Goodman 2009) p. 38 and “it was among 

the “de-peasanted peasants” of the French army’s resettlement villages that Bourdieu’s 

theories of habitus and doxa, as formulated in the Outline, were born” (Goodman 2009) p21. 

Unlike Fanon, Bourdieu constructed an idealised picture of the Kabyle as passive objects of 

their culture, who are not culturally proactive, and whose culture was in stasis: “Kabyles were 

made to speak in proverbs because more sustained attention to their language and literacy 

practices could have unsettled the very notion of habitus, which relies on the linked 

assumptions that speakers lack critical purchase on central aspects of their own society and 

that only the trained observer is capable of cultural critique” (Purser 2010) p. 118.  

Habitus vs. reflexivity. 

For Bourdieu, the cultural restriction imposed by Doxa and Illusio represented symbolic 

violence by those with power against those without, because language and concepts have 

become subservient to the dominant form of social organisation. Alternative ways of seeing 

the world are suppressed. Symbolic violence equates to the indirect application of power to 

misinform and “reflects the fact that the relationships within fields and their hierarchies of 

value are arbitrary rather than being grounded in intrinsically worthwhile and superior 

principles radically detached from this-worldly instrumentalism and materialism of mercantile 

exchange” (Moore 2012) p. 101. 

Figure 45: Franz Fanon 1925-1961. 



Annexes 

415 

The rules of the social field provide an additional cultural constraint on 

morphogenesis not described in the MA. 

They describe the real-time effect of socio-cultural conditioning (T1) at T2-3. 

However, there are still limitations to ToP originating from the application of habitus and 

capital. There is no theoretical justification for mavericks and iconoclasts beyond 

instrumentalism, no maturation of personality, and no possibility of empowerment. ToP offer 

an unsatisfactory explanation of why, hypothetically, the population cannot achieve the 

‘epistemological break’ with the world of ‘common sense’2, to which Bourdieu attributed his 

own meta-reflexive objectivity.  

Personal emergent properties and ‘stance’ describe idiosyncratic and subversive 

agency which is not explained by habitus. 

I compared Bourdieu’s motivations for social practice, with Archer’s three ‘orders of concerns’ 

in Table 2-6. Here we saw that Archer’s ‘natural order’ of physical wellbeing and our animal 

survival (survival of the self) has been replaced with Bourdieu’s illusio. As will become clear, 

this replaces a basic sense of what we need to exist with an investment in becoming 

exemplary social beings and, theoretically, leads to the omission of ‘consciousness’.  

Habitus denies the ‘natural order’ and 

renders the ‘social order’ part of the ‘practical order’. 

 

2 A case in point is to examine the reflexivity of those with power to control ideology. In his propaganda model, 
Chomsky describes how the media industry is obliged to reproduce the dominant ideology because of their 
economic relationship with corporate interests. In this sense the individual actors operate in a similar way to a 
Kabyle villager exploiting the local codes of honour. However, what about a demagogue such as Adolf Hitler, or a 
political player such as Rupert Murdoch? They operate with the same level of objectivity as the sociologist, and 
reproduce the ideology of their design through reflexive decision-making. 
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In support of Bourdieu, clearly there are many occasions when individuals volunteer to lay 

down their life for the social. In support of Archer, there are also many occasions when 

oppression has enabled injustice to be perceived, and revolution follows. If illusio is the only 

thing that motivates individual actions, however, then the ability to choose whether to resist 

our socio-cultural conditioning has been erased. This is diametrically opposed to Archer’s view 

that how people choose to position themselves towards society (stance) is a critical moment 

in the morphogenetic cycle when agents change the social context. 

In ToP, generative power is in the interaction between field and habitus. Habitus requires that 

the social context is embodied in individuals and carried with them. ‘Field’ is a representation 

of social rules, a social object developed by agents interacting in a social setting. A collection 

of habiti create ‘field rules’, which interact with individual ‘habitus’ to generate practice. This 

viewpoint, focused more on societal than individual practice, makes ToP somewhat 

deterministic (Vandenberghe 2016). For example, if we use ToP to describe pedagogy, then 

we have to construct the intervention as operating through changes in the composition and 

rules of the social field, rather than pedagogic changes in the thinking of the individual (Fig. 

45). However, ToP can explain the ‘nudge-factor’, when a change in field conditions causes a 

change in practice, without a change in habitus. 

King maintains that Bourdieu used two conflicting concepts of habitus. In his earlier ‘practical 

theory’, the rules of the game are understood by a reflexive agent and modified through 

‘virtuoso performance’. In his later ToP, reflexive agency is replaced by habitus (King 2000). 

Habitus Habitus 

Social 

reproduction 

Social 

Change. Social 
Field 

Social 
Field 

Doxic practice Practice 

1* Strategy 1* Strategy 
2* Legitimating 

Strategy 

[(Habitus) x (Capital)] + Field = Practice 

Objective order New objective order 

Pedagogy 

Intervention 

staff 

2* Legitimating 
Strategy 

Villagers 

Figure 46: Theory of practice applied to an intervention. 
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This causes agent’s submission to order, as they make virtue of necessity; refuse what is 

categorically denied; and will the inevitable. In practical theory, doxic rules of conduct are less 

influential, but still exclude the most improbable practices by making them ‘unthinkable’ (like 

Archer’s unacknowledged conditions of action).  

Importantly, in practical theory, there are simply no rules for most social interaction. Using 

their implicit knowledge of the socio-cultural context agents are required to improvise their 

interactions with others through ‘virtuoso performance’, which is legitimated later. Thus, it 

becomes possible for social reproduction to be changed without a change in doxa. This is 

because the interaction of habitus and field is intrinsically 'fuzzy' i.e. unpredictable and 

inconsistent. Inconsistency can lead to people holding conflicting positions at the same time 

in relation to different behaviours, generating a ‘polysemic reality’.  

“Critical is the identification of doxic practice, by the identification of practice that is 

precluded. The inherent fuzziness of practice also leads to a concentration on 

inconsistencies in perception. Returning to the use of primary and secondary strategies 

Bourdieu constructs social reality as "polysemic". As long as a practice is legitimated by a 

secondary strategy there is no requirement for it to make sense as part of a harmonious 

whole. The key point her is that the construction of 'events' arises from multiple discourses 

about validating different practices. Should the observer try to impose a coherence they 

may fall into the trap of over theorising, and begin to interrogate the theory and not the 

practice” (Bourdieu, Wacquant 1992) p. 117. 

Our habitus does not turn us into robots, but produces certain tendencies: “[Any field] 

presents itself as a structure of probabilities – of rewards, gains, profits or sanctions 

...even...playing with the rules is part and parcel of the game" (Bourdieu 1992) p18. Faced 

with difficult decisions about social interaction, individuals are free to get it wrong, get it right, 

decide to cheat, or reject the rules, and they usually do all of these. All these responses 

however, are given meaning by the internalised social context: “We can never perform a 

pristine, individual act…but there is always indeterminacy in the relations between individuals, 

which allows for intersubjectively meaningful but creative social action.” (King 2000) .The 

priority given to intersubjectivity (mediated by field) fits with Freire’s dialogue better than 

Archer’s internal conversation.  
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The concept of habitus implies that social practice is constantly improvised. 

Archer herself is implacably opposed to habitus, which she classifies as the opposite of 

reflexive; that is areflexive, habitual, unconscious, or ‘routine’ behaviour. Her abstracted 

discussion centres on the relative contribution of routine or habitual action (driven by 

habitus) and reflexive action, in morphostasis and morphogenesis. Her objection to ‘routine 

behaviour’ having a causal effect on society is that it may no longer be relevant. Archer 

believes ‘routine’ behaviour predominates in, and maintains, periods of social stasis (e.g. 

ancient Egypt) while reflexivity predominates in periods of social change. As global society 

passes through modernity and launches itself into the morphogenic society we will be in an 

environment of constant change, which mitigates against habitual behaviour at every turn.  

Such a view is only possible, if we postulate reflexive and routine behaviour, cognition and 

affect, as independent processes. However, even within Archer’s frame of reference there 

are reasons to acknowledge habitual action. Her description of the acquisition of personal 

identity (Fig. 15) starts with an emotional ‘discernment’ of a problem. Emotions are generated 

through dispositions. This discernment might not occur unless our habitus is challenged, and 

instead we continue to perceive a doxic, common sense normality. There is also a ‘habitus of 

gender’ which needs to be explained. Ferrugia and Woodman argue that Archer is excessively 

subjective:  

“Rejecting a ‘straw man’ of Bourdieu creates fundamental problems for Archer’s concept of 

reflexivity. Archer evacuates embodied dispositions from late modern subjectivities, but 

does not replace them with any account of why differently positioned subjects adopt 

different life hope in sociologically intelligible ways. This means that her claims about the 

role of ‘ultimate concerns’ as ‘sounding boards’ for life projects becomes unintelligible, and 

her narrative of social change becomes uncritically optimistic, unable to understand the 

material inequalities which continue to structure late modern subjectivities” (Farrugia 

2015) p1. 
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Conversely, according to Warde: 

“Bourdieu’s use of field conflates competence and power. In field analysis Bourdieu implies 

that all agents are competent, though some may be more accomplished than others, in 

relation to the demands of their position; agents are always seen as fitted for their role and 

always have the strategic orientations appropriate to their position. He does this through 

the use of the concept of habitus, which incumbents of position in a field bring with them 

to the field as their dispositions. Notwithstanding his suggestion that people add 

dispositions as a result of their experience of activity in a field – they assume features of 

the habitus of the field through position-taking – it is implausible to imagine that all are 

equally prepared…A perfect fit between position and competence cannot be presumed. 

(Warde 2004) p. 15. 

There is an inherent pessimism and cultural morphostasis in ToP, while the power of socio-

cultural conditioning is understated in the MA. This a function of the oppressive homogeneity 

of habitus, compared with the implicit stratification of MA. As conceived by Bourdieu, habitus 

makes analytical dualism and PEPs impossible. Habitus, illusio, and ‘symbolic violence’, define 

the restrictive nature of socio-cultural conditioning on our thinking (the equivalent of Archer’s 

primary agent or Freire’s oppressed) but they cannot accommodate individual outliers who 

become empowered, or make their own way against the social order (Archer’s social actor or 

Freire’s critical consciousness).  

This problem is illuminated in Bourdieu’s comments on the ‘popular pedagogues’. Bourdieu 

shared Freire’s view of banking education, that schools were an engine of symbolic 

domination3, but he cannot conceive an emancipatory alternative: “Unable to ‘escape’ the 

effect of habitus, Bourdieu’s solution was to enable working class students to acquire the 

cultural capital needed to overcome inequity and discrimination. Through a process of rational 

education, the preschool habitus of the dominant class would be taught to all classes” 

(Burawoy 2012a; Burawoy 2012b).  

 

3 It is accepted that irrespective of ability, cultural factors influence educational attainment in schools. 



Annexes 

420 

This can be a valid empowerment strategy for colonised peoples confronted with a colonial 

ideology. For example, Sir Apirana Turupa Ngata, proposed his bicultural Whatatauki for 

Māori education which “encouraged Māori to become adept at new ways of meaning making, 

while never relinquishing their cultural inheritance” (Peer 2015) (Fig 46). However, as an 

exercise in cultural bilingualism there would be a Māori ‘I’, who is able to position the Pakeha 

outsider as the ‘other’. When applied to intra-group hierarchies the picture is not so clear. 

Being enabled to appear to be a member of the dominant class can only partially mitigate 

power and status; if class distinctions are minimised, we would expect other forms of class 

distinction to emerge and take their place, as long as class exists. 

Bourdieu’s critique is that the teacher-student equivalent is deceiving themselves, if they 

think they are not transmitting the dominant ideology through distinction, i.e. they cannot 

escape their habitus either. Burawoy compares Bourdieu and Freire on this point. First 

Bourdieu: 

“This privileged instrument of the bourgeois sociodicy which confers on the privileged the 

supreme privilege of not seeing themselves as privileged manages the more easily to 

convince the disinherited that they owe their scholastic and social destiny to their lack of 

gifts or merits, because in matters of culture absolute dispossession excludes awareness of 

being dispossessed” (Bourdieu 1970) p45 (Burawoy 2012b). 

Comparison with Freire’s statement below alerts us an inherent conflict with Bourdieu’s 

descriptions of habitus:  

Figure 47: Sir Āpirana Turupa Ngata (1874 – 1950). 
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“The very structure of their thought has been conditioned by the contradictions of the 

concrete, existential situation by which they were shaped. Their idea is to be men; but for 

them, to be men is to be oppressors. This is their model of humanity. This phenomenon 

derives from the fact that the oppressed, at a certain moment of their existential 

experience, adopt an attitude of ‘adhesion’ to the oppressor. Under these circumstances 

they cannot ‘consider’ him sufficiently clearly to objectivize him – to discover him ‘outside’ 

themselves. This does not necessarily mean that the oppressed are unaware that they are 

downtrodden. But their perception of themselves as oppressed is impaired by their 

submersion in the reality of oppression” (Freire 1970) p. 45 (Burawoy 2012b). 

For Bourdieu, habitus is a necessary part of social existence, whereas for Freire there is a 

deeper humanity (ontological vocation) which will be revealed once alienation is removed. 

Bourdieu agrees with Freire that we can be, ‘submersed in oppression’, or ‘unaware that we 

are dispossessed’, but because he sees the cultural context as being embodied in our habitus, 

he does not have Freire’s independent ‘self’. This is the self who is, ‘submerged’, but can yet 

‘discover’ the oppressor ‘outside themselves’ and develop an awareness of being 

‘downtrodden’. Such an awareness would indicate that there is another I in habitus, one 

capable of examining ourselves reflexively. Bourdieu’s ontology is broken if agents recognise 

misrecognition or discover that the cultural arbitrary really is arbitrary. In his later work, 

however, Bourdieu gave conflicting accounts of how a habitus might be changed (table D-2). 

1 Change in context:  
The habitus can be exposed to a change in structural environment, even if this a possible future, “The 
belief that this or that future, either desired or feared, is possible...can…mobilize a group around it” 
(Bourdieu 2000) p235. He also used the concept of ‘hysteresis’, for when an individual habitus has to 
‘adapt’ to extreme or sudden change in the field, but he does not specify how this would occur. 
2 Introducing people with a different habitus into the field:  
“Agents take part in various fields; in each field people with different sets of habitus meet. 
Furthermore, a field most often has at least one agent whose habitus does not correspond to the field. 
Discrepancy between habitus and field in one or more of the players opens a window for questioning 
the nature of the field” (Bourdieu 2000) (Fig. 0-1). 
3 Historicising cultural products: 
“Historicising...[cultural products] is not only (as some think) to relativise them…it also means…tearing 
them out of the indeterminacy which stems from a false eternalisation and relating them back to the 
social conditions of their genesis – a truly generative definition” (Bourdieu 1996). 
  

Table D 2: How habitus can change according to Bourdieu. 
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On the other hand, Bourdieu’s co-author Loïc Wacquant, was as optimistic about 

empowerment as Bourdieu was pessimistic. He saw critical thought in ToP, working in a 

similar way to Freire’s critical consciousness, effectively identifying limit steps as a tool of 

liberation (1.3). He does not however differentiate whether this a collective endeavour, or 

popular education from above (Bourdieu’s ‘sociology as a martial art’): 

“Critical thought is the path this theory requires and, as such, it may become a ‘solvent of 

doxa’…‘to perpetually question the obviousness and the very frames of civic debate so as to 

give ourselves a chance to think the world, rather than being thought by it, to take apart 

and understand its mechanisms, and thus to reappropriate it intellectually and materially’. 

If such knowledge becomes a possession of subordinate groups, it may produce social 

change and create the possibilities of more equal social arrangements”  (Wacquant 2004) 

p. 101 (Navarro 2006).  

Like Archer, Wacquant also felt that once perceived, injustice becomes a personal concern: “I 

do not see how the relations of domination, whether material or symbolic, could possibly 

operate without implying, activating resistance. The dominated in any social universe, can 

always exert a certain force, in as much as belonging to a field means by definition that one is 

capable of producing effects in it” (Bourdieu 1992) p. 80.  

This is critical if we are discussing IPV. When the velvet glove of symbolic violence fails, it is 

replaced with the iron fist of physical violence. There is also symbolism in the application of 

physical violence, but it is no longer ‘arbitrary’4. Since conscientisation requires the illusion of 

the cultural arbitrary to be dispelled, we can imagine how this might lead the individual to 

reject illusions (misrecognition) incorporated in their social identity and herald a return to 

reflection by the personal identity.  

  

 

4  This is a well-recognised cause of political radicalisation. For example, black Americans may well have 
internalised qualities associated with white superiority/black inferiority within their habitus, but if relatives are 
executed by the police, the system justification of the social order become open to question. 
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Concerns related to the natural order also affect agency.  

Violence can be recognised, even if symbolic violence cannot. 

As discussed in 9.7.1, when Bourdieu wrote Pascalian Meditations in 2004, he had drawn 

closer to critical realist ideas of strategic agency: “there is a tendency for hope to increase 

proportionally with social power which enables an agent to manipulate the potentialities of 

the present in order to realize some future project” (Bourdieu 2000) p228. He also echoed 

Freire’s description of oppression, and perhaps Archer’s fractured reflexivity: “the most 

oppressed groups in society oscillate between fantasy and surrender, which reflects how, 

below a certain threshold of objective chances, the strategic and anticipatory disposition 

diminishes. Instead, a generalized and lasting disorganization of behaviour and thought 

prevails which is linked to the disappearance of any coherent vision of the future: The real 

ambition to control the future...varies with the real power to control that future, which means 

first of all having a grasp on the present itself” (Bourdieu 2000) p221.  

In the words of McNay: 

“In theory Bourdieu has always conceded the possibility that it is the conjunction between 

habitus and the field that may lead to a critical consciousness and the attendant possibility 

of social change. Despite admitting this possibility...the thrust of his work has always been 

towards the examination of the processes of reproduction rather than transformation”. 

(McNay 2001) p. 146. 

Habitus can undergo secondary and tertiary morphogenesis. 

Freire’s dialogue vs. Archer’s internal conversation. 

Freire’s ontology is similar to Bhaskar’s, rewquiring a belief in an emancipated state of being 

(critical consciousness) and there are many parallels between Freire’s CP and Archer’s MA. 

The oppressive psychological effects of being dominated, include members of the oppressed 

aligning themselves with the dominant class and perhaps perpetrating violence. This can offer 

an insightful explanation of IPV and the domination of women by men. This internal conflict 



Annexes 

424 

implies the existence of a ‘self’ and a ‘socialised self’, which creates the possibility of self-

reflection.  

“The oppressed suffer from the duality which has established itself in their innermost 

being…They are at one and the same time themselves and the oppressor whose 

consciousness they have internalized. The conflict lies in the choice between being wholly 

themselves and being divided; between ejecting the oppressor within and not ejecting 

them; between human solidarity or alienation; between following prescriptions or having 

choices; between being spectators or actors; between acting or having the illusion of acting 

through the action of the oppressors…This is the tragic dilemma of the oppressed which 

their education must take into account” Freire (Freire 2001) p. 48.  

In Archer’s theory, agency is governed by our ‘internal conversation’, and collective relational 

reflexivity, or as Freire would call it ‘dialogue’. Freire does not analyse the internal 

conversation. I suggest their theories are co-terminus, however. If this is the case, then the 

difference between Archer and Freire becomes one of political emphasis. 

Both Archer and Freire believe that reflexivity is a necessary part of being human. Archer’s 

statement that “We remain active subjects in our own lives and do not become passive objects 

to which things happen, this is our human power of personal integrity” (Archer 2000) p249 

(Archer 2000) p249, being similar to Freire’s ontological vocation. Archer also believes that 

reflexivity produces iterative change in the individual, and her dialectic between reflexion and 

action in secondary morphogenesis, seems similar to Freire’s ‘praxis’ of action and reflexion. 

Therefore, in critical realist terms we could construct conscientization as a PEP, and cultural 

action as a CEP. Similarly, the morphogenic DDD process of internal conversation and 

collective relational reflexivity, serves as an apt description of the process of decoding in 

pedgogy. Archer also echoes Freire’s discussion of ‘banking education’, in that primary agents 

subjectivity is repressed: they are not “intrinsically passive…for their passivity itself represents 

a suspension, often a deliberate suspension, of their agential powers on the part of those 

corporate agents whose interests it serves. In short this passivity can only be understood in 

terms of the relations between Primary and Corporate Agency” (Archer 2000) p. 266. Such an 

understanding of this passivity would meet Freire’s definition of critical consciousness: "In 

order for the oppressed to be able to wage the struggle for their liberation, they must perceive 
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the reality of oppression not as a closed world from which there is no exit, but as a limiting 

situation which they can transform" (Freire 2001) p. 495. 

Freire distinguishes between dialogue (which I shall call authentic dialogue), and ‘dialogue as 

conversation’ because,“Only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also capable of 

generating critical thinking” (Freire 2001) p. 93, and therefore advancing his political project6.  

“Dialogue does not represent a somewhat false path that I attempt to elaborate on and 

realize in the sense of involving the ingenuity of the other. On the contrary dialogue 

characterises an epistemological relationship...I engage in dialogue because I recognise the 

social and not merely the individualistic character of the process of knowing. In this sense 

dialogue presents itself as an indispensable component of the process of both learning and 

knowing.” Freire (Macedo 1995.). 

As a critical theorist, Archer has displayed her genuine concern for social solidarity and the 

promotion of the “common good”. Whereas only instrumental rationality is required for 

Archer’s modus vivendi of social life, common goods are necessary for the emancipatory 

dialogue of Freire’s modus operandi of cultural disruption. Corporate agency implies 

‘instrumental rationality’, it appears to be emancipatory if practiced by the oppressed but is 

antipathetic to the creation of common goods if its benefits are used against others. 

“Instrumental rationality is fundamentally antipathetic to the voluntary creation of 

common goods through free-giving…Thus, when the benefits of subsidiarity7 and solidarity 

are sought for self-interested ends and against others, that is, as matters of advancing 

objective group interests or defending vested interests, we should not be surprised by their 

mutual antipathy” (Archer 2008). 

 

5  Or “Critical consciousness focuses on achieving an in-depth understanding of the world, allowing for the 
perception and exposure of social and political contradictions. Critical consciousness also includes taking action 
against the oppressive elements in one's life that are illuminated by that understanding” (Mustakova-Possardt 
2003). 
6 We should note that as a ‘change’ programme, nearly all dialogue in Stepping Stones is authentic and very little 
is conversational. 
7 The principle of devolving decisions to the lowest practical level. Dictionary.com 
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For Archer, interaction can be dialogue as conversation, because it needs only to facilitate the 

development of personal identity and advance the individuals ‘corporate’ interests, however, 

as Vandenberghe puts it, “dialogue with ourselves will not do” for politics (Vandenberghe 

2005). This distinction determines how we perceive external conversation, i.e. dialogue with 

others. If dialogue is determinant then our actions are a product of society, if our internal 

conversation is the final arbiter, then society is the product of individuals’ actions8.  

Archer acknowledges that the tools available to the individual may originate in society in a 

quote from Pierce. Pierce recognised the mind-expanding quality of dialogue (“signs that I 

borrow from others”) on our inner conversation. This does not mean that inner conversation 

necessarily follows the same pattern as speech (thought may be highly contracted, symbolic, 

and very fast) but it does imply that out creative capacity is greater if we reside in a diverse 

and complex social environment. The question remains, however, as to whether the signs I 

“create for myself” are, or can be, truly my own? 

“When I enter into the inner world, I take with me my exploits from the outer world, such 

things as my native language, any other languages I might know, a boundless number of 

visual forms, numerical systems and so on. The more booty I take to that secret hiding 

place, the more spacious the hiding place becomes…the domain of inwardness is not fixed 

in its limits; the power and wealth of signs that I borrow from others and create for myself 

determine the dimensions of my inwardness. [Calapietro – Pierce’s approach to the self pp 

115-16]” (Archer 2003) p. 68. 

Although it is not possible to fully comprehend the private world of another, internal 

conversation can become part of an external conversation; and be re-heard and critically 

reviewed by speaker and audience. This externalisation and abstraction is used in 

psychotherapy; it is also integral to PLA, as various techniques of thematic analysis such as 

visualisation, mind mapping, prioritisation, theatre of the oppressed; and ethnography (Agar 

1986) and is implicit in Archer’s collective relational reflexivity. As in any sociological analysis, 

 

8 This parallels Archers discussion of the morphostatic quality of communicative reflexivity, vs the morphogenic 
quality of autonomous and meta reflexivity. 
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the generative power of the thematic analysis is increased by the number of dialoguers and 

their collective experience, as Archer says: “To accept reflexive activities as real and influential 

entails the endorsement of plural ontologies” (Archer 2007). Stepping Stones used this to 

generate a gender analysis, through drama.  

Freire’s ‘consideration’ appears to be like Archer’s ‘deliberation’, however Vandenberghe 

sees dialogue as more than a Piercean tool box. For him, collective action requires a collective 

world view, which requires dialogue (Vandenberghe 2005). Archer acknowledges that 

interaction with others is a critical part of the collective acquisition of social identity in the 

morphogenic cycle: “Collective action is an emergent property of agency (a PEP)” (Archer 

2000) p. 269. This suggests an equivalence with thematic analysis as: “Simultaneously, 

through interacting with others in the same collectivity, agents become more articulate about 

their interest and thus better able to reflect upon their role positions which will further their 

realisation” (Archer 2000) 284. Their personal identity becomes more autonomous in its 

thinking: “For what cultural morphogenesis does is to change people (or at any rate some 

people), from unthinking traditionalists into evaluators of alternatives and from passive 

conformists into potential competitors” (Archer 1995) 317.  

Dialogue, 

is processed through internal conversation, 

increases objectivity through social ways of knowing,  

and is necessary for morphogenesis.  

Archer constructs dialogue as a strategy by which the individual benefits themselves, but not 

necessarily others. This is the difference between empowerment and solidarity. For example, 

we can imagine a world populated by empowered social actors, in which no one is oppressed 

and yet everyone pursues their own vested interest in parallel. Archer’s focus is on what the 

individual can ‘take from’, rather than ‘give to’ the collective. Vandenberghe criticises this 

focus on intra rather than inter-subjectivity: “The book is about the ethics of existence, but 

fails to address the politics of life...To move from ethics to politics, dialogues with our selves 
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simply will not do, although they are necessary. We need to talk to others, with others, about 

others and about society” (Vandenberghe 2005). 

So, the critical importance of dialogue to cultural morphogenesis is recognised by both Archer 

and Freire. For Archer, the practice of daily life is an interaction between individuals, and both 

the natural and social environment. For Freire dialogue is an existential necessity, his goal 

being for everyone to become ‘social actors’, who speak their word, name the world and 

hence transform it. In this way “dialogue imposes itself as the way by which they achieve 

significance as human beings”. It follows then, that Freire’s revolutionary praxis is a particular 

form of Archer’s social practice, which has specific requirements if it is to progress towards 

its goal.  

“Dialogue is the essence of the revolutionary action. In the theory of this action, the actors 

intersubjectively direct their action on an object (reality, which mediates them) with the 

humanisation of men (to be achieved by transforming that reality) as their objective”. 

(Freire 2001) p. 135. 

Cognitive psychology vs. reflexivity. 

It has been said that Bourdieu was overly deterministic, and Archer overly rational 

(Vandenberghe 2016), and many sociological authors have struggled to reconcile them. 

Applying Critical Realism to habitus, Decoteau has proposed one of the sociological 

arguments for a ‘reflexive habitus’ (Decoteau 2016b). She suggests that habitus is laid down 

in layers, creating the potential for “vertical hysteresis” between present and historical 

experience (effectively a PEP), as well as “horizontal hysteresis” when agents encounter 

different fields. This feels like a good description – we know what we know, until we discover 

what we do not; something that is present in Bourdieu’s work, but which he did not 

concentrate on.  

Kahneman describes how this might work in practice with his two aspects of cognition, which 

for convenience he named system 1 and system 2 (S1 and S2), but are really aspects of one 
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unified system (Kahneman 2011) 9. Metaphorically S1 is the autopilot and S2 the pilot. When 

the autopilot alerts the pilot to a divergence in either our physical or mental environment, 

the pilot jumps in and assesses the situation. This expands our ability to process information, 

the ‘autopilot’ is immediate, effortless, and instinctive (in fact we cannot ‘not think it’) while 

the ‘pilot’ is deductive and requires all our concentration.  

This ‘autopilot reverting to manual control’ theme continues into sensory perception. The 

Bayesian reasoning thesis suggest the brain uses the input from our senses to construct our 

outside reality, which is therefore a virtual reality (Seth 2017). Perception is used to identify 

divergence from prediction, rather than to directly record object reality. Our resultant virtual 

reality is thus a heuristic compromise between prediction and observation, the classic 

example of this is optical illusion. 

Further, cognitive psychology offers some further insights into how dispositions and reflexive 

thinking interact: that “the nature of cognition is always already of the nature of 

affect...Cognition cannot be said to pre-exist the relations it enters into; these relations are 

always already constitutively ‘entered’ and enacted” (Wilson 1998). Psychologists have long 

accepted that decisions can be ‘hot or cold’, that is they vary with our emotional temperature 

when we make them. The impact of disposition on agency depends on the level of complexity 

of the decisions. At the lowest level, it has a minimal impact, but we also use it for complex 

decisions with a high degree of unknowns, [deciding on a ‘hunch’ (Kahneman 2011)].  

We now know that this apparent speed of the autopilot occurs because we have thought our 

thoughts before we ‘think’ them. Consciousness of a decision comes near the end of the 

decision-making process, functional MRI scanning can predict the decisions we are going to 

make before we ‘make’ them (Chun 2008), and identify our preferences before we are asked 

to think about them (Tusche 2009). Our ‘deliberation’ or ‘thinking’ is merely a symbol of 

deeper associative processes, which may not, even, follow classic logic (Pothos 2013). I think, 

therefore I was.  

 

9 He identifies a number of puzzles which will be answered incorrectly by quick thinking, but correctly by slow 
thinking (Kahneman 2011).  
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Solms points out that consciousness is only possible with a functioning brain stem, and that 

the brain stem remains conscious in the absence of the rest of the brain. These brain stem 

structures are common to all vertebrates; they can perceive our environment and learn 

without us being ‘conscious’ of it (e.g. subliminal advertising); and they motivate how we 

relate with our physical and social environment by giving us pleasing or unpleasing ‘feelings’. 

Cognition seems to relate to the ability of the prefrontal cortex to inhibit these ‘drives’ for a 

higher purpose (Solms 2021). Therefore, the brain stem is suitable candidate for the seat of 

our S1/habitus/primary emotional ‘sounding board’, or autopilot. The prefrontal context is a 

candidate for the seat of our reflexive pilot, and in terms of neuroanatomy they really do have 

a ‘conversation’.  

Of course, neither Archer nor Bourdieu would have a problem with the idea that brains are 

capable of different forms of thought. The question for them, was whether the ‘whole system’ 

was capable of innovation and escaping its socio-cultural conditioning. From the psychological 

point of view, however, it seems that Bourdieu emphasises the autopilot and Archer 

emphasizes the pilot. This fits with Bourdieu being more useful for the study of society, and 

Archer for the study of its members. There seem to be numerous similarities between 

Bourdieu’s description of habitus and S1, including Bourdieu’s own example of learning to 

ride a bike which starts as S2 and becomes S1. Habitus resonates with Kahneman’s description 

of the autopilot’s role in alerting the pilot to divergence from prediction: “the principle of the 

transformation of habitus lies in the gap, experienced as a positive or negative surprise, 

between expectations and experience, one must suppose that the extent of this gap and the 

significance attributed to it depend on habitus” (Bourdieu 2000) p. 149 (Decoteau 2016b) p. 

306. 

Archer believes that reflexive decisions are made based on opportunity cost (which includes 

the achievement of transcendental goals). This conflates reflexivity with rationality. 

Kahneman demonstrates interference inside the rationality of the pilot by the autopilot; the 

most important for my argument being substitution bias 10 . If the autopilot changes the 

 

10 Kahneman’s example asked students how many dates they had in the last month and how happy they were. 
The students scored as being happier, if they were asked how happy they were, before they were asked how 
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products of the pilot’s thinking without us noticing, our reflexivity is not rational, and we 

cannot interpret our ‘vested interests’ with one hundred percent accuracy. This is reminiscent 

of the researcher who commits the epistemic fallacy, it could also contribute to Bourdieu’s 

‘fuzziness’ of social practice.  

Reflexivity is rationally irrational. 

Archer’s internal conversation can be perceived as a conversation between S1 and S2. An 

emotional response to a concept is a disposition, and therefore produced by the ‘habitus’. 

The internal conversation could therefore be constructed as being a conversation between 

the ‘habitus’ and ‘reflexivity’. Although, as Ferrugia says: ‘conversation’ is a euphemism 

because the emotions (dispositions) may be the judge and jury of reflexivity, but reflexivity can 

still choose to reject its findings (Farrugia 2015)11.  

The ‘internal conversation’ can be constructed as a conversation between 

habitus and reflexivity. 

This redefined model of Archer’s personal identity explains how symbolic violence could be 

incorporated in agency, and how our life goals may be diverted into a symbolically dominated 

‘illusio’. In Freirean terms it is creating dispositional ‘limit situations’ on reflexivity.  

“Contrary to persistent misperceptions, habitus is neither diametrically opposed to nor 

irreconcilable with reflexivity. As a psychosomatic receptor, memory, and generative 

matrix, it both evolves from and mediates reflexive as well as intuitive contextually 

embedded practices. While undoubtedly forming a constitutive part of human agency, it by 

no means implies ‘the fate that some people read into it. Being the product of history, it is 

 

many dates they had, than if the question order was reversed. This is because as soon as the question of number 
of dates are questioned they substitute the question, “how happy am I?”, with “am I happy with the number of 
dates I have had?”. The substitution goes unnoticed by the respondent who feels they have always been 
answering the happiness question reflexively. This demonstrates interference inside the rationality of system 2, 
by system 1 (they feel sad because they want more dates). 
11 Kahneman believes that more often than not S2 decisions, justify S1 (Kahneman 2011). 
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an open system of dispositions that is constantly subjected to experiences’ ((Bourdieu 

1992) p. 133; original emphasis). Depending on the nature of personal experiences within 

(different) cultures and fields of struggle for (symbolic) power, an individual can acquire 

new reflexive and new intuitive funds of intercultural knowledge that he or she may 

previously not have known of and perhaps considered as unknowable or not worth 

knowing” (Pöllmann 2016) p. 9. 

Cognitive psychology informs, but does not solve, the debate about the reflexive habitus. 

Both Archer and Bourdieu countenance common-sensical and reflexive forms of action. 

Bourdieu does not say that people are not reflexive, merely that all their decisions are made 

from within a structured habitus. Archer accepts that we judge our reflexive decisions against 

our dispositional responses. However, in his later work Bourdieu stated that habitus can be 

challenged and transformed, while Archer accepts that we see the world as we are 

conditioned to see it12. The Bayesian reasoning thesis, Kahnman’s quick and slow thinking, 

and Solms’s conscious brain stem, offer a metaphor for the operation of a reflexive habitus in 

which we continue along a socio-culturally conditioned path until we are jogged out of it13. 

This is achieved by placing an agent in a context which contradicts the prevailing ‘doxa’: 

“Bourdieu’s theory of habitus is not an “oxymoron of unconscious strategization” (Alexander 

1995) if the contradiction between embodiment and reflexive action emerges from the 

different strata of reality”14 (Decoteau 2016a) p. 74: 

 

Pedagogy is the art of challenging the ‘autopilot’ of the habitus,  

to provoke the emotional discernment of a ‘problem’,  

which triggers critical thinking by our reflexive ‘pilot’.  

 

12 Until we acquire the ability to interpret roles when we can create new narratives derived from a library of 
emergent properties. 
13 We can also form dispositions reflexively. For example, I could decide from previous experience that I should 
never trust the market traders at a particular market, and my subsequent ‘instinctive’ discomfort to any 
transaction, will cause me to summon system 2 to evaluate what is happening more carefully.  
14 Or different strata of the brain. 
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“Agent strategization takes place on more than one level. There is the entirely conscious 

process of rational calculation. Then there is the causally affecting disruption of this purely 

rational calculation – the unconscious pre-dispositions of the agent. Finally there is the 

underlying logic of the field itself, in which agents unconsciously function as if the decision 

made, and actions taken, possessed another goal – the reproduction of the field itself and 

the preservation of its operational logic” (Potter 2000) p. 237. 

Habitus is reflexive, and reflexivity dispositional, 

Virtuoso action and reflexive deliberation are two aspects of one system. 

Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action 

Finally, I briefly discuss the contribution of Habermas about dialogue. Morrow and Torres 

consider Habermas to be a critical realist, although Archer and Donati dispute this because 

his overarching schema is more about ‘society’s being’ than the reflexive individual (Donati 

2015). Morrow and Torres discuss how Habermas and Freire approached the same issue from 

different directions (Morrow 2002). Both agree that authentic communication is an existential 

necessity, and that the system’s colonisation of the sphere of public discourse needs to be 

resisted15.  

In contrast to Freire, Habermas was focused on the political health of western democracy 

rather than the liberation of Brazilian dispossessed. Usefully for this thesis, in his theories of 

rational communication and ethical discourse, Habermas described the essential qualities of 

authentic dialogue more specifically than Freire and introduced the concept of the public 

sphere. I argue that Habermas extends Freire’s theory of dialogue. 

Habermas was concerned with protecting post war European democracy from a return to 

fascism. In his theory of communicative action (Habermas 1984, 1987) he concluded, like 

Freire, that rationality is derived from social discourse: “each utterance relies upon the 

anticipation of freedom from unnecessary domination” (McCarthy 1981) p. 272. That is, 

 

15 We can for example frame Freire’s banking education as a state media. 
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through this discourse, a normative understanding of society and conceptualization of social-

life is constructed.  

He divided discourse into two categories, the lifeworld of community discourse and the 

system-world of state media. The system world has colonised the public sphere of discourse 

in late capitalism, leading to a “disunity of reason”. As society becomes more complex and 

specialised institutions are created, so discourse becomes specialised as cognitive, normative, 

and aesthetic knowledge. This discourse permeates and fragments everyday consciousness, 

moving it away from a traditional base in a consensual collective endeavour. With this move, 

culture becomes rationalised by commodification, and led by individuals with interests that 

diverge from the goals of the population. This causes “the disunity of reason” and feelings of 

alienation. “Purposive rational action” is steered by the media of the state which are systems 

of success-oriented action. These replace the oral language of the lifeworld, which is oriented 

to understanding and collective wellbeing as the co-ordinating mechanism of social action. 

Therefore, if communicative rationality is to flourish, the public need to reclaim the discourse 

in the public sphere, locating it once again in the lifeworld. Ironically, this was not the situation 

in Gambia villages, where the public sphere is almost completely dominated by the lifeworld, 

however his theory of authentic communication is still relevant. 

“It becomes possible to reframe Freire’s theory of praxis in terms of a “theory of 

communicative action”…whereas Habermas’s communicative paradigm has the advantage 

of formulating a…universalistic framework for a theory of society and the justification of 

the possibility of a “moral point of view”, Freire’s complementary humanistic strategy 

retains value in the context of concrete local struggles…where agents must articulate 

particular utopian visions from within their own unique life histories” (Morrow 2002). 

Habermas went on to codify the important attributes of rational communication. Whereas 

Freire references attitude and emotion (respect, fairness, empathy, understanding, love) 

Habermas proposed technical ‘validity criteria’: “The goal of coming to an understanding is to 

bring about an agreement that culminates in the intersubjective mutuality of reciprocal 

understanding, shared knowledge, mutual trust, and accord with one another” (Habermas 

1979) p. 3. These validity criteria provide a useful framework for PLA practice (Table 0-3). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rationality#Theories_of_rationality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Action_(philosophy)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_actions
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Discussion  

By conflating the emergent potential of structure and culture within the individual, Bourdieu 

inadvertently incorporated a contradiction in his theory which argued against the possibility 

of social transformation. He conflated the effect of structure on agency via the quest for 

capital and conflated the effect of culture on agency via the embodied habitus. Although he 

demonstrates the importance of misrecognised transaction in symbolic violence, and the 

importance of habitus in agency, this is only half the story. However, if we restrict his concept 

of habitus to one dimension of a reflexive habitus and one dimension of social practice it 

becomes compatible with the MA. It then offers a more defined account of how cultural 

domination affects individual agency.  

Thematic analysis can expose the limits of symbolic violence,  

making the unconscious conscious. 

Bourdieu lacks a well-formed concept of a non-social human essence that can externalise 

oppression. His agents journey across a two-dimensional tapestry defined by personal capital 

and the rules of the social field. ToP lacks the topography of a third dimension, produced by 

varying degrees of personal development amongst the agents. Although we may not agree 

that individuals consistently pursue the accumulation of capital, however, this must be the 

preoccupation of all organisations that seek power. Therefore, ToP feels indispensable when 

analysing systems of power in a hierarchical society.

 
1 Comprehensibility:   
 That communication is possible because we use grammatically equivalent forms and 

mutually understandable modes of representation. 
2 Truth:  
 That we use empirical propositions about the world that we believe to be factually valid. 
3 Sincerity (Truthfulness):  
 That we share intentions that give us the mutual trust for openness and self-disclosure. 
4 Rightness:  
 That we evaluate social worlds in terms of mutually recognised normative principles (i.e. 

practical reason). 
  

 Source (Morrow 2002) p. 42 

Table D 3: Habermas’s validity claims. 
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