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Secondary Funeral Rituals among
the Konkomba of Northern Ghana:
The Bichabob Tribe Example

Henryk Zimoƒ

Death concerns each person individually and each social group diffe-
rently. The tragic event of death carries many negative phenomena with it:
the feelings of sorrow, emptiness, disintegration and threat, with which the
African peoples deal as a community, experiencing them within the fami-
ly, lineage and clan group. Funeral rituals,1 which are of social character,
are an irreplaceable help in coping with the burdens of this critical period.
They belong to rituals of passage (family, occasional, non-periodical ritu-
als), which are connected with a change of a person’s status and social po-
sition.2

The term ‘double funeral’ is used by ethnologists and scholars of religi-
on to define the structure of funeral rituals. It comprises burial rituals and
rituals of the final, i.e., secondary funeral, which ultimately finishes the
mourning period, includes the dead in the ancestors’ realm and integrates
the community of the living. The problem of the double funeral was, for
the first time, drawn attention to by the French ethnologist Robert Hertz
(1882-1915) in his pioneering extensive article entitled Contribution à une
étude sur la representation collective de la mort, published in 1907.3 This
study is considered to be one of the most original 20th century analyses re-
ferring to death and funeral rituals.4 Hertz refers to the community from
Indonesia, especially from the island of Kalimantan (Borneo) as well as
other peoples from outside Indonesia.

1 In accordance with contemporary terminology, the author understands ritual as a who-
le of different cycles or stages of rites, which are parts of the whole ritual.

2 Arnold van Gennep, Les rites de passage: Étude systématique des rites, Paris: Librai-
rie critique Émile Noury 1909, 4.

3 Robert Hertz, “Contributions à une étude sur la representation collective de la mort”,
L’Année sociologique 10, 1905-1906, 48-137. In English: “A Contribution to the Stu-
dy of the Collective Representation of Death”, transl. by Rodney & Claudia Needham,
in: Robert Hertz, Death and the Right Hand, Glencoe: The Free Press 1960, 27-86.

4 Phyllis Palgi – Henry Abramovitch, “Death: A Cross-Cultural Perspective”, Annual Re-
view of Anthropology 13, 1984, 388.
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