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2. THE VILLAGE OF FARABAKO

Farabako is a small village in the Sobara region of southwest Mali, close to the 
Guinean border. The village is situated in the Mande Mountains, 120 kilome-
tres from the capital, Bamako (see map Appendix 4). This chapter sets the 
scene with a short historical and socio-economic sketch of the village. It pre-
sents Farabako as rooted in a history of isolation: ignored by Mande rulers, 
French colonials and to some extent by present-day NGOs and the Malian 
government. The chapter continues with a description of the uncertainty of 
subsistence farming, the importance of hierarchy and kinship in social rela-
tions, and the integration of religion in all aspects of village life. The chapter 
concludes by referring to recent changes in the villagers’ participation in a 
money economy that have profound implications for their day-to-day life, 
gender relations and therapy management in Farabako.

The inhabitants of Farabako are almost all ethnically Malinke (Maninka).
They speak Maninkakan, a Mande language related to Bamanakan (Bambara),
the lingua franca in the West African Sudan. Farabako lies in the Mande 
region, a geographic area that covers the southern part of Mali and reaches into 
Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal and The Gambia. These populations share 
related languages and a similar cultural heritage. They all trace their history 
back to King Sunjata Keita, founder of the Mali Empire. Although the Mali 
Empire, which had its heyday in the thirteenth and fourteenth century, has 
ceased to exist, the stories of Sunjata are still heard through a large part of West 
Africa today. People consider Sunjata and his helpers to be their ancestors and 
almost every family has stories of how their ancestor helped or fought against 
Sunjata (Jansen 2001).14

An historical sketch
Historically, the Mande Mountains have been an inhospitable region that trav-
ellers avoided. Mungo Park, in his famous Travels into the Interior of Africa,
described his travels from Bamako to the Atlantic coast via Siby and Narena 

14 I also heard these stories; for instance, my host in Farabako, Namagan Kante, often spoke 
of his ancestor Sumaoro Kanté. Sumaoro Kanté was Sunjata’s main antagonist and a potent sor-
cerer and ruler. Namagan, my host in Farabako, compared himself to his ancestor and claimed (to 
tease me) to want one hundred wives, one more than Sumaoro Kanté had had; at the time Namagan 
had four wives, the most of any man in the village. The Sunjata epic as part of daily life became 
clear to me in the four-wheel drive on the way to Farabako. The driver, my translator and a man 
showing us the way to the village had never met each other before, yet they had an animated dis-
cussion about their shared ancestry with Sunjata, and thus, it was as if they were closely related by 
kinship.
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(1795). He followed an old trade route, the Mandesira,15 the ‘road to Mande’ 
thereby just skirting the Sobara region. Early in his career, in 1879, the future 
governor of the Soudan Français, Joseph Gallieni, also avoided the Mande 
Mountains when he was sent to scout a route to the Niger River necessary to 
open trade for European factory products. During the partition of Africa, in the 
1880s and 1890s, the Sobara region was added to French colonial territory. The 
earliest written reports on the Sobara region date from this time.16

According to the oldest sources, the Sobara belonged to the Cercle de Nia-
gassola in present-day Guinea. This region had little hinder of the wars that had 
taken place in the Mande area, against the armies of Segu, El Hadj Umar Tal 
and Samori, successively. In the nineteenth century the Sobara region did suf-
fer from plundering by the Kangaba rulers, who had suzerain status in most 
parts of the Mande region, and who considered the Sobara region to be their 
granary.

The chieftaincy of the Sobara region has historically belonged to a member 
of the Keita family from the village of Sorokotoro. The French nominated the 
regional chief (jamanatigi) as ‘chef de canton’. In approximately 1900, the 
Keita family from Sorokotoro had no adult male candidates, so the French 
appointed a Keita family member from a younger branch of the family, who 
was living in Nioumamakana. In this way, Nioumamakana developed into the 
administrative centre of the region and currently serves as the centre of a ‘com-
mune’, the smallest unit of the decentralized administrative system that Mali 
initiated in 1990s (see Zobel 2006). Presently, Farabako falls under the com-
mune of Nioumamakana.

Farabako is first named in a list of villages dating from 1891. This was 
probably the village that used to be located where Farabako is now, of which 
now only remnants of former furnaces remain. The present-day inhabitants 
have no historical link to the inhabitants who lived there in 1900. Present-day 
Farabako was not listed in the 1950 census (see Jansen and Diarra 2006: 25). 
The colonial official, who took the census, rightly noted that it was difficult to 
count the Sobara villages because within a few years new villages were created 
and others disappeared (sometimes temporarily) as people moved to areas with 
fertile ground. In the last ten years, the villages in the Sobara region have 
become more permanent, generally due to the availability of facilities such as 
water pumps and services such as schools and health clinics.

The Sobara has always been sparsely populated; in 1950 the census included 
only thirteen villages with 1,795 (tax paying) inhabitants. The colonial official 
who took the census wrote: ‘La mortalité est effrayante’ (the mortality is 

15 For details on the population and habitation strategies along the Mandesira, see Jansen 2005.
16 I base the following historical sketch on personal communication with Jan Jansen, who in 

the 1990s did extensive research in the Archives Nationales in Bamako. The National Archives has 
presently put an embargo on sources of historical information due to fears that they might be used 
in feuds or to historically substantiate land claims. 
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frightening) and adds: ‘How could it be otherwise?’ He goes on to say that the 
high mortality rate is caused by geographical isolation, lack of sanitation and 
endemic diseases (Jansen and Diarra 2006: 22). Those who did not die were 
often afflicted by blindness, syphilis or leprosy. The birth rate was high, there 
were few old people, and the average age was estimated to be 35-40 years. This 
illustrates how difficult and unpredictable life was in this inhospitable region. 
In the rainy season, the region was cut off from the rest of the world for several 
months as overflowing rivers and streams made it impossible to enter or leave 
the Sobara.

Farabako was originally a hamlet (buguda) of a Keita family from the 
neighbouring village of Dambele Makadjana (described as a ‘village néant’ in 
a 1891 source) and a Kante family from the village of Sobara-Kenyèba. The 
two families lived there during the rainy season to be close to their fields. It is 
not clear when the villagers decided to live in Farabako year round, but it was 
probably in the 1960s or 70s. When Jansen started his fieldwork in 1999, the 
villagers had been living there permanently for several decades; but many 
people spoke of Farabako as not a real village. Now, since the arrival of the 
maternity clinic and a large garden for women, Farabako is considered a vil-
lage (dugu). Currently, Farabako also has two bugudaw (hamlets) of its own: 
Kalifabugu and Kokoli. The two hamlets are located on opposite sides of a 
mountain ridge, fifteen kilometres and eight kilometres from Farabako, respec-
tively.

Agriculture in a ‘forgotten zone’
All the inhabitants of Farabako survive by farming activities. This region has a 
tropical savannah climate with distinct dry and rainy seasons. Contrary to what 
the name suggests, the Mande Mountains are barely high enough to be called 
mountains. The region consists of vast unfertile plains divided by hills up to 
600 or 800 metres. Agriculture is possible on the hills where farmers are 
dependent on rainfall running down the hills over their fields. The villagers 
generally cultivate millet and peanuts. They start planting in May when the 
rainy season starts and harvest from October through December. Because the 
earth in this region is not fertile, staple crops such as millet and corn can be 
cultivated for a maximum of seven years after which the land must lay fallow 
for twenty years. Although Farabako is located in a relatively sparsely popu-
lated area and there is no scarcity of land to cultivate, the population of the 
Sobara is increasing (despite migration to Bamako) and thus land is no longer 
as abundant as in the past. This sometimes leads to tensions between villages, 
for instance contesting land that has lain fallow for many years.

The inhabitants of Farabako cultivate according to a system that is preva-
lent among agriculturalists in Africa. During the rainy season people live in 
hamlets (bugudaw) close to their fields, leaving a small portion of the popula-
tion in the village. After the harvest, when the rain stops and the small streams 
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dry up, the people leave their hamlets and return to the village where there is 
water year round. During the dry season, the villagers use the lull in farming 
activities to repair their houses and keep up their social networks. It is a time 
for collective rituals and festivities and for celebrating weddings. The women 
(and a few men) work in their gardens where vegetables and fruit are grown for 
household consumption and to sell at market.

The daily meal consists of millet or corn with a sauce of vegetables or 
ground peanuts. It is normal for men to contribute the grain and women to take 
care of the sauce. This traditional division of labour creates tension in many 
marriages, as there are recurrent ‘struggles over the sauce price’ ( )
(Schulz 2011: 101). This is because the ingredients of the sauce have changed 
over the years, and are now only available by taking part in a money economy, 
a sector where women are less active in the Sobara region.

Many men, especially those who are the least well off, or after a particularly 
bad harvest, leave Farabako in search of money. Some go to the goldmines, 
which have been exploited in the Mande region since the Middle Ages, but is 
now especially popular due to the high price of gold on the world market. It is 
hard and dangerous work without any certainty of making money (Panella 
2010). Some men try to make extra income by smuggling contraband (liquor 
and cigarettes) from neighbouring Guinea. Others try their luck in cities such 
as Bamako and Kayes. Despite these efforts, all inhabitants live on less than a 
dollar a day.17 Also, when measured by indicators other than economic, Fara-
bako is poor; there is a lack of (or limited access to) food, clean water, health 
care, education, jobs, and representation. The inhabitants live day-by-day with 
an uncertain future.

Farabako is geographically remote from major economic centres and is dif-
ficult to reach due to the absence of an appropriate infrastructure. As stated 
before, the village is quite isolated, even by local standards, since the dirt track 
leading to the village is washed away in the rainy season. Jansen and Diarra 
(2006) have called this region ‘a forgotten zone’. The government rarely 
reaches Farabako. In colonial times, the French never penetrated the hills of 
the Sobara; the region was sparsely populated and difficult to traverse and the 
French were not inclined to travel through it to collect taxes. The French 
stopped 21 kilometres from Farabako at what became the village of Sandama. 
French sources called it ‘la porte du Sobara’. In the 1930s, the French con-
structed a road between Bamako and Kouremale, but the side branch of this 
road did not reach Sandama until 1993. Road works in this region are relatively 

17 Men reported having an average personal income of 100 euros per year and women 3 euros 
per year. My respondents were reticent in talking about their finances and these figures are most 
probably lower than their actual incomes. Furthermore, Shipton (1990) has shown that the term 
personal income is problematic in the West African setting, as liquidity is often quickly converted 
into forms of wealth that shelter it from the daily demands of kin. But even after taking this into 
account, it seems fair to say that the inhabitants of Farabako are extremely poor.
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difficult and expensive due to the bridges required to guarantee access in the 
rainy season. At present there is no road from Sandama to Farabako and Fara-
bako is still routinely cut off from the outside world.

The villagers take the law into their own hands, as my host told me after he 
had punished an adulterer by whipping and banishing him: ‘There is no police 
in Farabako’. There is no state health facility, school, or NGO in Farabako. Few, 
if any of the villagers have the birth certificate necessary to give them citizen’s 
rights. Most adults in Farabako are illiterate, and only a few adults speak the 
official language of French. Only a third of the children walk the four kilome-
tres to the elementary school in a neighbouring village (twice as many boys as 
girls attend school). The secondary school is twenty kilometres away and for a 
child to be able to go there, he or she must be able to stay with a foster family.

Mande personhood: Pervasive hierarchy
In Mande cosmology, social relations exist prior to the person. It is only by 
means of social relations that one can achieve personhood (Brand 2000: 15). 
Personhood is a concept that allows for the identification of the individual 
through his or her connection to the social world; an isolated individual has no 
social significance. To achieve personhood one first acquires a name, a patro-
nymic (jamu) tracing back to the times of Sunjata. One’s jamu indicates one’s 
social category and determines the behavioural codes for interaction with other 

Research assistant Abdulaye Traore on a road to Farabako in the dry season
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families. Next, personhood is connected to the stage in one’s life cycle. Men 
and women must be circumcised, marry and have children and grandchildren 
to achieve full personhood. Finally, achieving personhood depends on demon-
strating correct behaviour such as having shame (maloya) and showing respect 
( ). What is considered as correct behaviour varies according to social 
category and gender.

Mande society is divided into three social categories. The first category is 
so-called nobles ( ) and most are farmers. The second category is crafts-
men/artisans ( ) and includes blacksmiths (numuw) and bards (jeliw). 

 transform nature into culture; blacksmith men turn iron ore into 
tools, blacksmith women turn clay into pots. Blacksmith men give young male 
children a position in society through circumcision and blacksmith women give 
young girls a position in society through excision. Blacksmith men are often 
experts of the supernatural (amulet making and divination). Bards create social 
identities for people by relating them to the past via their ancestors. 
create a position in society for people by transforming them into social beings 
(Jansen 2000: 6-7). The third social category is slaves ( ). Slavery has long 
been abolished, but the classification remains intact, although I have never 
heard a person being called a slave in public. In Farabako the Kante were black-
smiths and the Keita were nobles. Although the nobles in Farabako are ranked 
higher in the social hierarchy, they are, on average, poorer than the blacksmith 
families. In these hierarchically structured social relations there is mutual 
dependency. The bard (jeli) cannot exist without the noble ( ) whose praise 
he sings and the noble would have no fame without the bard.

According to Brand (2000), hierarchy is an important principal underlying 
the dynamics of Mande social relations:

Every relation is hierarchical: total equality is not only inconceivable, it is 
undesirable for the inhabitants of Mande. Whenever a situation of equality 
between persons seems to be teetering on the brink of becoming concrete, 
use is made of one of the many social mechanisms to create hierarchy 
(Brand 2000: 19).

Social mechanisms that create hierarchy are age, gender, kinship and social 
category, and age is the most important (in many contexts). One must respect 
one’s elder even if that person is only a year, or in the case of twins, only 
minutes older. Not only age, but social trajectory also plays a role; a mother has 
more status than a young girl and a post-menopausal woman ( ) has 
more status than a woman of childbearing years. Young women are subordi-
nate to men, but not always; younger brothers for instance should respect and 
obey their older sisters. This hierarchy demands relationships of respect. A 
relationship of respect ( ) is, for instance, present between a father and 
son, and between a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law. These relationships are 
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all characterised by a mutual distance, a certain degree of avoidance that serves 
to avoid conflict. To show respect, one must demonstrate correct behaviour; 
one must express the correct greeting, not speak unless spoken to and accept 
authority. Demonstrating maloya (shame) is one way of showing respect (more 
on this in the following chapters). Relationships governed by respect often 
have an intrinsic rivalry (for resources) and are therefore strained.

In contrast to relationships of respect, joking relationships are relaxed; 
almost anything can be said without fear of being considered shameless (malo-
bali). Joking relationships ( ) exist, for example, between affines of 
the same or younger generation, and between grandparents and grandchildren 
(Brand 2000: 76). Another form of joking relationship (senankunya) exists 
between members of various families (for example, between the Traore and the 
Kone), ethnic groups (like the Bozo and the Dogon) or social categories (Mande 
blacksmiths/potters are senankunw of the Fulbe herders). Conflict with one’s 
senankun is inconceivable; therefore, they are often asked to act as mediators.

Complementarity and flexibility are two other important principles under-
lying Mande social relations. Hierarchy is contextual. In one situation a woman 
can be seen as a sister or mother and thus demand loyalty, while in another she 
is a wife subordinate to her husband. Hierarchy may be dominated by criteria 
other than gender; a woman may be a noble, a senankun, a sibling, a family 
member, or a stranger before she is a woman and how she is treated varies 
accordingly (Brand 2000: 20). This gives hierarchy certain ambivalence; no 
one is truly dominant at all times.

A village of brothers
Farabako is patrilineal, virilocal, and exogamous; it is a village of brothers and 
their wives and children. Typically, three generations live together in one com-
pound including a man, his wives and children, his parents, his father’s co-
wives and their sons, and his father’s brothers and their sons and their grand-
children. The man’s ‘sisters’ (including half-sisters and female cousins) will 
have been married elsewhere.

After arriving in Farabako, in 2007, my first step was to take a census of the 
village; there were a total of 356 men, women and children present in the vil-
lage at that time. But, this number changed constantly during the time I was in 
Farabako as people were often on the move. Women went to the village of their 
birth to stay with their mother for a while (especially when they were having 
marital troubles). Men, women and children went to work in the goldmines in 
Guinea or the markets in the capital, Bamako, when they needed money. 
Women moved temporarily to one of the two hamlets in the hills belonging to 
Farabako to cultivate the land. And everyone seemed to go at one time or 
another to pay their respects and make an offering for a deceased family mem-
ber in another village.

While taking the census, I constructed genealogies for all Farabako house-
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holds. The family trees turned out to be essential for determining who was 
who, as uncles were called ‘father’, all co-wives were called ‘mother’, cousins 
were called ‘sister’ or ‘brother’, and all distant family members were called 
‘cousin’, ‘aunt’ or ‘uncle’.18 In large polygamous families with up to thirty 
children, a family tree was indispensable for understanding the relationships 
among various members of a therapy management group for a sick child—in 
particular, who were the biological parents and who was the head of the family.

The village had fifteen extended family households (gwa): seven Kante, six 
Keita, one Kulibali, and one Traore. Most of these kinship groups are large (on 
average 32 members) and polygamous with many children. The village is 
headed by the dugutigi, the oldest member of the (Keita) founding family. The 
dugutigi decides on matters pertaining to land use, among other issues. He 
does this with the help of a council of elders, which has representatives from 
each extended household.

Men in Farabako want many wives in order to have many children, who 
they need to work the fields. My male respondents told me that there are more 
men here than women, and thus it is difficult to find marriageable women in 
the region. Men in Farabako do not want to marry women from Bamako 
because ‘they cannot work’. There are general rules traced back to the Sunjata 
period about who may marry whom. Numuw (blacksmiths), like the Kante, can 
only marry other numuw. For example, my host Namagan is a Famusala Kante 
(the Famusala lineage is only found in Farabako and Guinea). He married 
Nasira Kante, of the Numu Bambala lineage (this lineage is found in neigh-
bouring villages on the Mali side of the border). People of the Keita family are 

 (nobles) and can only marry other .
Each man and woman has his or her own hut. Young children sleep with 

their mothers. When they reach puberty, girls often sleep with their grandmoth-
ers and boys sleep together with other boys of approximately the same age. 
When daughters marry, they must leave Farabako. Thus, the men stay in Fara-
bako and their wives come from outside. This means that the wives are stran-
gers and have no kin of their own in Farabako, only affines until they give birth 
to children of their own. A woman represents the interests of another group of 
patrilineal kin (bonda), namely that of her parents. This is a constant source of 
tension for married women. In the span of a lifetime, as a woman ages, she will 
increasingly belong to her husband’s bonda, as her interests eventually lie with 
her sons (cf. Grosz-Ngaté 1989).

Badenya (lit. mother childness) is a relational term signifying a harmony 
amongst members of extended families (Bird and Kendall 1980: 15). Cohesion 
and consensus, community values that are highly appreciated in Mande, find 
expression in the concept of badenya. Badenya represents loyalty and trust that 

18 The kinship terminology is Iroquois; a father’s brothers are considered fathers and a father’s 
brother’s children are considered siblings.
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is presumed to exist among siblings of the same mother and father (see Brand 
2000: 27). Badenya is a harmony norm; there should be solidarity among 
members of an extended family. There should be mutual assistance and pity 
( ) in times of difficulty, such as health adversity. My respondents com-
plained that badenya is diminishing due to increasing individualism.

Badenya is typified by mutual respect between the elders and the youth but 
now we see that this badenya is losing value. There is no longer any solida-
rity between families; it is especially individualism that prevails amongst 
the youth of today. (Nene Kante, 50 yrs, January 2012)

Spirits, power objects and Allah
Religion in Farabako is integrated into all aspects of life, including medical 
treatments. I couldn’t tell you what religion looks like in Farabako, because it 
is not institutionalized. For a few years, Farabako has had a small mud building 
that serves as a mosque, but during my stay it was almost always locked. I only 
saw it open on Muslim holidays. There were few inhabitants who openly pro-
fessed their Muslim faith (to me). The members of the Keita family made more 
use of the mosque than did the members of the Kante family. In Farabako there 
is a mix of Islam and animism; the people believe in Allah, good and bad 
spirits that can lodge in nature ( ) and power objects (basiw).

A djinn ( ) is an invisible being that can possess people.  can take 
on human and animal forms to influence men to do good or evil. They punish 
those who are indebted to them but do not follow their many rules. The 
must be appeased by bringing them offers, performing rituals and observing 
taboos. According to Abdulaye Traore, there are many  in Farabako:

If you work together with a  you can become rich. It is a force that is 
very strong. If a  loves you, you can work together, but it is dangerous; 
if you speak of this collaboration with others you will die immediately or 
you will become mute. If you don’t keep your promise to the  it is also 
very dangerous. (February 2007)

A  was described to me as a force that enters someone; one knows this by 
dreams. I was told that there are also female . It is said that if a man has a 
child with a female  he will not be able to have children with his wife. The 
children from a  relationship are invisible to others. Only the father and the 

-mother can see them. These invisible children are said to work with their 
father in his fields.19

19 Geschiere (1997) argues that the invisible is used as an explanation for success. In Came-
roon, among the Maka, new wealth was attributed to witches turning their victims into zombies 
and then putting them to work on invisible plantations. 
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There is said to be an enormous serpent-  that lives in a cave in the 
mountain close to the village; I was told that ‘he can give you gold’. I was 
allowed to visit two  dwellings ( ) where one can give sacrifices 
(for example, a white sheep). Both were caves next to small waterfalls and off 
limits for women.

Whereas men can ‘have’ a  that helps them to gain material wealth, 
 are often spoken of as dangerous for women. For women, the time that 

they wash themselves in the evening is the time they are the most susceptible 
to ; it is the time  are most likely to enter them.

You feel it even if you don’t see it. Washing in the dark is too dangerous. 
The  can have sex with you and then you will have a baby with deformi-
ties. (Dusuba Sinayogo, 50 yrs, March 2007)

Having sex with a  was the only cause of congenital defects that my 
respondents named. They told me that women should not be out in the bush 
(kungo), the area outside of the village, between one and two in the afternoon 
as it is very hot and there are many  about at that time. I was told of a 
woman who had ‘had a ’; this  was said to have had sex with her in her 
dreams. The woman went to a soma to have the  exorcised. Having said 
this, I did observe that women often washed after dark generally out of neces-
sity. Once a woman had given all her family members water to wash, and it 
was finally their turn, the sun had gone down.

There is one  that women can turn to for help: Moribayasa. Moribayasa 
seems to be a different category of ; he (Moribayasa is a male ) is not 
dangerous. One of the oldest women in Farabako told me that if a woman 
wants a child she asks ‘Moribayasa please give me a child’. When the woman 
becomes pregnant she must go to the baobab tree, just outside of the village 
next to the stream where the women do their washing and where Moribayasa 
lives. There, the woman must make an offering of kola nuts, corn or beans (or 
some other foodstuff) to thank him. Women can ask Moribayasa for other 
things as well, for example they can ask for a good harvest.

Baraka Kante, an esteemed elder woman of the village, told me that once 
when she was stranded on the road from Guinea back to Farabako, she had 
asked Moribayasa for a motorcycle to appear to give her a lift, and one did. 
Baraka assured me that Moribayasa was so powerful that even when I was 
back in the Netherlands I could ask the  to help me, but then I must not 
forget to perform a sacrifice for him on my return to Farabako. At the time of 
my interview with Baraka, six young women were sitting around us. I asked 
these young women if they ever asked for anything from Moribayasa and they 
all said ‘no never’.

The somaw are the ritual leaders in Farabako (see Jansen 2009, 2011). The 
somaw in Farabako are all men of the blacksmith category and members of the 
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Kante family. The somaw have altars of power objects (basiw, singular basi),
also called fetishes,20 in their houses. A basi is a man-made object believed to 
have supernatural powers. The basiw that I, as a woman, was allowed to see, 
were black objects made of animal horns and (for me) unidentifiable materials 
covered in dried blood. The somaw give sacrifices of blood (food) and alcohol 
(drink) to their basiw. In return their basiw work for them, doing good, for 
example in healing, but they can also do harm.

The only power object that a woman can have that is not secret, is a sinsin,
a fetish of twins. Women have a sinsin power object if they are a twin or if they 
have delivered twins. The sinsin is made of half of a calabash with two small 
pieces of wood smeared in chicken or goat’s blood and fastened to its centre. 
The sinsin hangs above the door of the woman’s room. If a family member is 
in labour, then the woman will place it on the ground, otherwise, it is said, the 

20 See Pietz (1988) for an account of the origin of the term fetish, first coined by Portuguese 
traders in the fifteenth century, and later used as an overarching explanation of the ‘unenlightened’ 
strangeness of African societies (1988: 116). 
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Kante performing 
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woman will not deliver. Every time the owner of a sinsin undertakes some-
thing, she can take it down from the wall and sprinkle water over it and ask for 
help; for instance for luck, a good harvest or a good trip to Bamako. If her wish 
comes true, then on her return the woman must again sprinkle water over the 
sinsin and give an offering of a kola nut. According to Baraka Kante, if she 
forgets to do this then, that night, she might dream of a fire in front of her hut.

In health matters, sacrifices can be made to  and power objects to 
secure their help. Sacrifices are sometimes also made for the health of an 
extended family and even for the village as a whole. When the maternity clinic 
opened in 2007, a cow was sacrificed during the opening festivities to bring 
good luck to the enterprise.21

Social change: Participating in the money economy
Farabako is mostly self-sufficient. Up until the 1960s, villagers worked col-
lectively on the land, whereas presently, every family produces food for their 
own consumption. Therefore, money is not openly present in everyday life; 
there is no intensive money economy in the village. For a few years, there has 
been one small shop that sells sugar, tea, rice, batteries, cigarettes and candy. 
Women selling their produce or prepared food in Farabako have prices so low 
(for example 20 FCFA, 4 euro cents, for a fried beignet) that one can hardly 
speak of taking part in the market economy. It was explained to me that money 
was not seen as an individual, personal possession; if you had money you had 
to share it. If a villager made a bit of money, he or she would be obliged to give 
some to those who asked. One way of avoiding this was to buy a cow (see also 
Shipton 1990). One of my female respondents, Sitan Kante, made a substantial 
amount of money working in the goldmines. Knowing that she would have to 
give money to her husband (who had not been lucky in the mines himself) if he 
asked, she bought a cow (100,000 FCFA, approx. 150 euros) to safeguard her 
small fortune, a classic move in the Mande Mountains.

In Farabako wealth is expressed in cows, but things are changing. In 2009, 
gold was found in Dagala, a mining site five kilometres from Farabako and led 
to a gold rush. Historically, gold mining has always been a possible dry season 
activity for inhabitants of Farabako (see also Jansen 2010). But, the fact that the 
mining site was at walking distance from the village meant that all the inhabit-
ants of Farabako, men, women and children went to the goldmines to try their 
luck. As a result, many villagers neglected their gardens and fields that year and 
those that did not find gold or make money with other activities at the gold 
mines went hungry. The men worked in the pits. The women pulverized and 
washed the rock and they cooked for the miners. A market selling every possi-
ble consumer good and produce sprouted at the mining site. Even a motorcycle 

21 The sacrifice and ensuing feast served to inform people from neighbouring villages about 
the health care project and invite them to consider using the clinic.
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seller opened shop. Buses coming from the capital and from Guinea brought 
goods and foreign workers. All kinds of income-generating activities became 
possible. For example, the somaw did divinations to determine the best place to 
dig a pit and the best way to appease the  that roamed the mines.

Rather than diminishing with modernization, sand divination is now often 
used by people searching for successful participation in the modern market 
economy (Jansen 2009). Namagan Kante, an expert in this field, assured me 
(also before the goldrush) that he has more work now than ever.

There are more social problems such as rivalry between men for jobs. There 
is not more boni [‘magic’] these days, but there is more need of sand divi-
nation and medicines. (Namagan Kante, 43yrs, March 2007)

Despite the fact that most villagers did not find a substantial amount of gold, 
as a result of the gold rush, there was more money in the village. This was 
visible in 2012, since three men of the Kante family (all somaw) had satellite 
televisions (powered by solar panels). Consumerism is also more visible now 
than a few years ago, as one young father put it:

For men, life has become more difficult. Before all men were equal and 
they worked together. If there was a good harvest of millet it went to the 

Soma Namagan Kante performing a sand divination
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family. Now men are looking for money only for themselves. Men have 
more problems now; they want a motorcycle, and once they have one, they 
want a television. (Madu Keita, 25 yrs, January 2012)

With the arrival of money in Farabako, more money is needed. With the arrival 
of biomedicine in the form of the maternity clinic, money is needed. But men 
and women lack work opportunities outside of subsistence farming. Women 
have limited or no independent income. Men’s growing inability to provide for 
their families leads to a pervasive atmosphere of disappointment and resent-
ment that contributes to women’s growing sense of vulnerability in Farabako 
(cf. Schulz 2011 for Bamako).

Conclusion
Farabako is a relatively young village situated in the geographically isolated, 
and historically ‘forgotten zone’, of the Sobara region. Life in Farabako is one 
of poverty and uncertainty; income-generating activities are limited. The posi-
tion of women is especially difficult; they come from outside of the village 
and marry into Farabako as strangers without kin. Women have little or no 
independent income, but money is now needed where it was not before: for 
example for the daily meal and to access biomedical health care. High child 
mortality is found at the intersection of historical, socio-cultural and economic 
processes on the one hand, and the physical environment on the other. In chap-
ter 4, I use the concept of ‘vulnerability context’ in studying this intersection, 
but first I turn to the health care options available to women in Farabako.




