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"The free woman is just being born; when she has won pussession of
herself, perhaps Rimbaud's prophecy will te fulfilled: 'There shall be
poets. When woman‘s unmeasured bondage shall be broken, when she shall
live for and through herself, man--hitherto detestable--having let her
go, she, toc, will be pret! Woman will find the unknown' Will her
Tdeational worlds he different from ours? She will come upon strange,
unfathomable, repellent, delightfuyl things: we shall take them, we

shall comprehend them.'"

Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex
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SONGHAY WOMEN

Chapter One

Introduction

This repori on Songhay women is the result of a five-
month socio~-eccnomic study undertaken in the Seventh Region
of the Republic of Mali, to gather information on farm
families living witnin the Action Riz-Sorgho Gao Zone. Re-
search was dore in eight villages along the Niger River
between Bourem (to the north) and Ansongo (to the south),
both of which are located approximately 100 kilometers
from Gao. My time was to be divided between 1) gathering
generzl information on agricuitural activities; 2} admini-
stering a lengthy questicnnaire to selected armers in order
to analyze the various sources of income and the annual
amount of crop sampling in order to estimate sorchum yields
in the zone; 4) and doing a general scciological analvsis
of womer in the zone. (The results of 1-3 are discussed in

a separate repot).

The abjectives of the report are:

1. To present a general analysis of the various social,
economic and political activities which are considered appro-
priate for women depending on a caste, class, age, family size,
and marital status.

2. To present such an analysis of women's roles in an
historical perspective, indicating changes which have occured
and anticipating future trends.

2/
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cetain the wudteral mitiay which Sorgnay

(81

women inncSil {3 graer o ucderstans their current changing

«t

status.

4. 7o describe thz Songhay woman's relaticnship to
power énc authority witnia tha larger framework of sereral
anthropclogical literiture in order to understand the impact
of the 197%2-72 drought on male-ferale dynamics and tnhe likely
effects of the Action Riz-Sorgho Proiect (£RS; on women.

5. To suggest potential new activities for women while
expressing the priorities for improvement voicad Uy women

of variocus ages and classes.
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Methodoiony

The ei nt vilisgas where research was cone /8ia, Forgho
Sonrai, Bagsuniie T, Tacharzes, Todv2l Gargouna, Bara, Mo-
zonga and Sayno-Scnrai) were chosen as a fairly renresentative
sample of the zome. Choicz was based on the following criteria:
1) presence of an ARS extension agent, therefore limiting
work to the “haocussa" or Gao side of the river; 2) north-south
Tocation to account for possible ecalogical diffareces; 3)
population size (between less than 1,000 to more than 5,000
inhabitants; and 4) ethnic affiliation of the majority of
the inhabitants which turned out to be Senghay. {Detailed
information concerning the methodology used in village selec-
tion can be found in "A Microeconomic Analysis of Farm Production,
Annual [ncome and Expenditures for Typical Families in the

Action Riz-Sergho Gao Zone."
rrogram Activities

1) General literature survey of the zone, preparation
and testing of the economic questicnnaire, organization of
women's themes, questions and hypothesis (one month).

2) General tour of the eight villages, introducing
myself to the chief and his wife (wives) in initial meetings
while gathering agricultural statistics (one month).

3) Taking crop samplas in various villages in order
to estimate sorghum yields (two weeks).

4) Administering the economic questionnaire to household
heads and visiting village fieids in the mornings. In-
terviewing women in the afternoons {two months).

4/
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Apart frem number one on the preceeding nage, all research was
done in the sample villages where [ spent a total of one to two
weeks pa2r village.

A11 ¢f th2 work with woimen was done throuah the inter-
mediary of a woman intarpreter who sroke fluent Sanghay,
Tamachek and French, except for ar occasional schoogird
whom 1 was at.e tc direslly interview in French. Initially
I had hoped to administar a questioanaive testiig a hypothesis
correlating women's independence, power, authority and public
status to their economic role within the fanpily and society
as a whele. Tue to the time constraints, this proved impossible
since it was Jiscovered that very 1ittl2 general information
about Songhay —women ic known and therefore nezded to be gathered
first. In order to cover a broad range of t2pins concerning
women's loves, 3 iist 07 :hemes to be discussed was de-
velopad (Appenc.x 1). A sec of guestions, based con Edgerton's
(1977: 21,-212) wva"ues quastionnaire used in East Africa was for-
mulated i.cludinc, n aadition, scecific questions about daily
activities, scurces and use cof inceme, and educational ex-
periences {Appendix 1), Much time was spent with women, of
various aves, socal class»s and pailesophies, chitting informally
about their wrrk and li,ec. Specific guesticas were asked in
order to understana bettar che Sorghay culrtural milien and to
discover whether my nypoiiesis niu sufficient validity to be
properly testsd at a Tzter date. A few women rrom each village
were 3lso requestad Lo respond to a brief one-page priority
questionnaire (Appendix 171).

A warning is in order here. Most of the data presented
must he internreted as being the opinions of specific women.
Due tr: the briefness of my stay within the zone I was unable
to ¢chr~k *he aceoracy of rartain statemerts. 'n addition, my
cerseial Cota noosome Lefics is necsssarily scancy co T will

NE-T AR S PG R TS U N K IO
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Chapter Tw~

Backaroun: In zrmation

Jean Fouch {1953:7) " catas Songhay country o the north
of the bend in the Niger Rivar stretching from lLake Debo to
the mouth o Birni nKebbi in Nigeria. Within this area there
are disparate cultural traditions inciuding two secarate dialects-
Timbuctu as opposed to Gao Songhay-~-atthough mutualiy intelli-
gible. The data gathered by my rescarch, therevore, can only
be considered representative of a band of villages located on
or near the river between Sourem and Ansongo. According to
Bakar N'Diaye (1970: 212) the 300,000 Songhay in Mali represent
6.2% of the -atal Malian population.

The Sorighay within the ARS zone, generally are farmers
cultivating mainiy "decrue" sorghum, rice (particularly floating
varieties) and a small amount of millet. Some vegetable gar-
dening (manrioc, yams, tomiises, lettuce. melons, eggplant, okra,
etc.) is practiced where water is accessibie. (Ncember through
April). Although local dikes are constructed, water contral is
limited in the zone leading to frequent crop failures. As a
result, at least half the population depeénds to a great extent
on wild plants gatherad. These inciude: 1) cram cram (Cenchrus
bittorus'--a wild grass with a prick?y burr eaten August through
October; 2) water 1ily seeds and roots {Nymphaa lotus) which are
available from January through June; 3} Bourgou (Echinochloa stag-
nina)--an aquatic grass, which when pressed, gives a juice which
is mixed with the cram cram and water lilies. It is harvested in
June and July, but can be stored year round.

laterest in ivestock raising is high despite the dis-
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products, and as a last resort, from the sale of the animals
themselves. Cattle, goats and sheep are very common, donkeys
are seen less often, while horses and camels are quite rare
today. Many families raise poultry for their personal con-
sumption. Although the sample villages are located on the
Timits of the flood waters (at their height), in the dry
season the river may have withdrawn to as much as seven kilo-
meters away. Getting water during this season is a major
undertaking.

The entire Seventh Region is plagued by a very high
temporary out migraticn rate (1g-50 percent of all adult males)
each year, with many men not returning for several years. Most
men go to Ghana or Nigeria in order to suppiement the almost non-
existent cash income at home.

One of the biggest changes in recent years is women's
increased contributions to the family income. Palm leaf
mats, which women traditionally made for house construction
and sleeping purpuses, have becorme an important scurce of
cash income for many families. AJl Songhay women learn to make
mats. In fact, this is one of the first tasks taught to a girl
child, but now at least 50 percent of the women in the project
sell mats in order tc buy jrain for their families. This has hed
an important effect on male-female relations and will be dealt with
in a special section.

Traditional Songhay society is marked by hierarchictal dis-
tinctions. However, the distinctions presented to me by reliable
informants do not entirely agree with thcse made by Dick Down
(Action B1é report-USAID) or Bokar N'Diaye (1970) which seems to
contir. the real-ty tinet Sungnay differ Fecm region to region.

i The wost comminly accepced version of the arigins of
the A ma is that they are descendants of the Six:eenth Century

7/
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Moroccan invaders and their Songhay wives. Considered as nobles,
‘they bear the family name Tourg. They are classivied with the Son-
ghay because they roliow Songhay tradition and also permit marriage
with Songhay rablas.

2)The Songhay nobles traditiona’!y call themselves by the
family name Maiga. They considor themselves the only “"trye"
Songhay. Alceng with the Arma, the Scnghay riobles were masters of
a deeply encreinched feudal system.,

3) The middle class, sometimes known as the "free men" con-
sists of the "gabibi"--men of the land and the "sorko"-- fishermen.
The “gabibi" are supnosedly the original cultivators of the land
and sometimec warriors in the past.

4) Certain castes exist based on occupation specialization
passed on from rarent to child. Included among these: black-
smiths (garasa; whose wives work with sheep and goat skins; griots
and griottes { aiso garasa)--the oral historians and entertainers;
shoemakers (tam takoy) who use cow hides: women potters (yoneyé).
Traditionally, both the blacksmiths and the griots were attached
to one or more noble families, for whom they not only worked, but
also acted as "confidantes" and messengers. More respect is ac-
corded to the griots than to other castes, because most people fear
the power of their tongues.

5) At the bottom of the ladder are the "Bagna," the former
captives of the nobles. According to many nobles, the "Bagna" are
really a separate race which is why inter-marriage is so objection-
able to many of them. In the past, the "Bagna" were not permitted
to own land, but did all the work for the nobles.

vistincrtions which were kept alive in the past by strong sanc~
tions aguinct *nter~marriage‘between groups have become blurred
since Mali jained ts T-depandsnce in 1960. Although the caste
grourts Cont nue Lc keep the - identity separate, it is becoming
mo~e ait :0r2 .2me For gu et 1o iater-mavry with former captives,
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if the wealth thay possess overrides the stigman. Most "gabibi"
and "sorko" today when asked their origins will proclaim themselves
as nobles.

The main distinction in the past between nobles and captives
was based on land ownership and hence participation in village gov-
ermment. Since Independence, however, everyone is allowed to own
land and in some villages the largest landowner may be a captive.
In other viilages, captives own virtually no land so are forced to
sharecrop at the exhorbitant price of one half or two thirds of the
harvest. Today it is not possible to distinguish Arma, ncbles,
gabibi or cantives by the work they do because all work equally hard
to make a living. Generaliy, it is only when there is an arguement
that a noble will dewngrade someone else purely because he is of
captive descent. This qoes for wemen as well.

9/
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The Life Cycle of a Wuman

I. Birth

My personal data about childbirth is quite scanty so mos:
of the section is taken from Jean Rouch (1954:53-54} and Bokar
N'Oiaye (1970:228}. Pregnant women continue about their nabitua’
chores. if it is her first baby she returns to her mother's
house to deliver i*, because she would he ashamed to be seen
naked in front of her mother-in-law. Later babies wiil he born
in ner own house where spe may be assisted by friends. Song-
nay woemen deliver their babies (crouching) cn their <nees in
front of a pnile of sand wkere the baby can fall. wWren +he child
is born, the usbilical corc is cut wi*h a knife and knotted, then
the taby's head is massaged, her noss is rubbed and sne is made
to breathe arcmatic fumes and is tossed in tre air Ssaveral times

r sits,

(%

to get rid of any evil spirits. Meanwhile, tne moth
leaning agairst the nut wall, to assist in this cperztion taen
ooth she and the baby are washed in warm water.

Maxt the husband ic ‘n“ormed and dependirg on his means, a
chicken, sheep cr cow w3l be Lilles in order» 5 zrepare a hot
highly seascned broth calieq ' jourds teren" wrich is given to
the motiier to rid her stcrzer of 271 the bad things irside.

The mcther and child remeir. sequesuared in the nut far sne week
until the baptism. Her “ricnds may wisitc, except for married

women who have neve: 5orne a,child, for they may nef see an un-
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baptised baby. The villaoe women will g2t to
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menial cnores for the first ek or 3o |
regair -2 her strencth.  In some families anly tne iawsdiate Family
member s are allowed 10 kiow -he cpriji's Sex cefore the bantism.

In ot’ er familiss che hushand does nes see the o&by or his wife for
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4G days in iho case of a Tirst caild, although usually fathers
avoid slezping in the sare hut Tor the first weex only. During
the course 97 rhe week, 1f he i3 rich, he may slsughter more
animals for tha famity and friends to celebrate.

Or tha eigth day aftar a baby ‘s birth, her baptism is
held according te Islamic tradirticr. The paternal grandparents
may chose tne name, bur more gereraily it is selected b: zhe
marabout according to the day, montn and specia’ events connected
With the birth. 4 sheep 1% dedicated to the mavabout and staughtered
in his hcaor. Meanwhile, the husband prepares s family feast
dependinc on his resaurces.  If it Js a first oaby, a womar's
Parents wily generally affer her 21 Fts--naw clothes, jewairy,
ang rave her hair fixea. For 40 days a*ter the birth cf a child
wWomen wear special braids anc max tut "koki" {a local makeup)
under their ayes. 1In additicn, both meternal znd raterial grand-
parents, a3 well as the baby's fatner will of<asr her some livestock
(sheep, gca: or COW} az i oift if they are ricn enough.

Chitaren glwavs take their fether's surname and beicrg to
him in case of diverce except ch’idren bera out of wedlcck.
ITiegitimate cinil4 s are treated <ery sadly in Senghay sactety
if they are not cla‘med by tneir ratrer, ang s2iong to theijr
methers. I7 1 woiman later Farrias, wer husdand is nct obliged
Lo accept tre child., Wish tne recant changes in morals, several
riddle-agea women interaed me thae the number of iTlegitimate
children was TISTRg 30 Lhey were seing taven care of by the woman's
family and aiscrimination was decrezsing.

Birth Contrn:

Lone 3¢ “he women interviewed admitted practicing any form

of birth corirsi. AL af them said they wanted as many babies
as "ind" or tnate bods gt nosic give them. I- adaition there is

16/
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a high mortality rate for women in childbirth and for young
children.

Children are looked upon as an immediate source of labor
and as potential sources of enrichment in the future. Sexual
relations are stopped after the sixth or seventh month of
pregnancy and not resumed either until the baby can sit up
(at approximately four months) or is weaned (at one-and-one half
years of ag=),.

II. Infancy through Age &

A baby is always nursed by her mothér except under
special circumstances. ¥ a mother dies in childbirth or
does not have enough milk, the baby is fed goat's milk
which is considered richer and more nourishing than cow's
milk. Children are usually not weaned until they are one
and a half to two years old, although they may begin eating
soft foods, such as cream of sorghum or fish, earlier on.
Songhay women say they are so poor and have nothing else to
feed their babies. Girl babies sleep with their mothers for
two years, their brothers only until they are one year old.
"Custom" was the explanation given for this distinction.

Between two and four months of age babies are
taught to sit up alone. Initially a shallow hole is dug
and clothes are vlaced around them to act as supports, At
about six months babies begin to crawl and they start to
walk when a year old; taiking begins at eighteen months to
two years of age. "Early or late progress is determined by
the quality of a mother's milk--so said some informants.
When babies are only a couple of months old theri mothers and
other women and girls start to carry them around on their
backs, tied securely in place with a Tength of cloth.

17/



S0

Children of both sexes ire taught to run =-rands as soon
as tney can walk steacily. This consists usually of simple
tasks of fetching obiects for an acult. Children barely
three years old have Leen seen carrying t-ays loaded with
several “uil tea glasses. Fcr the first few years, girls
ptay at imitating their mother's chores--cooking with sand piles,
attempting to 1ift cestles and carrying objects such as wood
or bowls on their backs in lieu of tabies. Little girls
generally run around naked until five or six ar else spend
all day taking their clothes on and off as they become uncom-
fortabie.

Discipline is very lax at this stage and is performed
by both parents. Moihers insist that they teach their
chiidren tc respect adults and do as they are told early on.
Songhay men appear to like babies and will spend much free
time playing with them and heip with the discipline.

18/
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marriageapie age (14 onwards) most parents remove them from school and
have them start preparing for their weddings. The only free time
teenagers may have is at night after dinner. Then they gather together
in groups to sing, clap hands and dance or gossip, watched from afar
by tne young men of the village.

Often young girls (10-14) will try to prove how brave they are
by tattooing therselves on or directly Selow their bottom 1ips. They
take cinders or the soot from kergsene lanterns and apply it to the
desired area after attaching 10 to 12 needles together to prick the
skin. Of course, one is not supposed to show any sign of feeling
pain.

Excision is not practiced ameng the Songhav. The reason why,
according to tradition (N'Diaye 1970:224) is that the first time
that this operaticn was performed on a group of Songhay girls, they
all died, so it was deduced that any young Songhay ¢irl who was ever
exciced wouid die.

Girls are generally informed about "the facts +f 1ife” by
their mothers so they tell their mothers wnen they begin to men -
struate. The girl is dressed in her best ciothes and jewelry and
the family has a small party for her rriends. An animal is slatugh-
tered, depending upon the family's resources, and the griottes (oral
histaorians) entertain. Special hairstyias (or praids) are worn by
girls who hav: started mentruating but are s&iil unnarried.

Unlike ~any oth2r African cul*ures, the Sanghay wo not make a
real fuss atout mencirustion, nor do they szciude their women. Women
continue zoout their reqular activities wrzn tney have their monthly
periocds while contrclling the flow with rags. Thev keep thé same
clothes on that they were w2aring when it started, but wash them daily.
However, they only teke spunge baths during this time. waiting until
the fi-w has z¢cc.wg o take a compiete bt ard chanue iato different
clothes. Munona~cis women aTlow their husbanas * -~ sty in their huts:

20/
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while wemen (n gcolygameus nousenolds continue tc have cheir tusn with
the husband staying with them, aithousn all sexual intercourse is
forbidden. ‘Women 4o net erav npos Ao they fist whnan thay are menstru-
ating which prasumably arises out of {siamic thearies of noliution.

Whar = gir s deqins menziruating it signifies to her famfly
and the comnunity at large that she is reaay Yor mzrriage. The Songhay
believa thai adoieszent ¢iris should merry 25 so0n as possible so they
don't el iavo Trouble” bacause sagual attraction may te tons strong
a force to withstana for Tong.

As almost averpuhere eise in the world, acolescent Songhay girls
take a great interast in thoir appearance. Tnay will wear more jewel-
lery, change their cutfits “requently and, if pessible, change their
hairdos as often 35 cace a week. Althcugh demurs in tne presence of
young men if aduits are around, when left ‘n arcuos, the girls are
quite coquettish.

1S
]

V. Preparatiocn ‘or : Marrizje anc the Event Jueel

in the ¢ ¢ days cnile betretheis, armancec Sy fefaers,

3

Aere not at a1’ uncommon.  Rowaver, today ai) adalis semsan t4e Yack

(V‘
[
(%3
C
<

of contrel they “2.z o :r their children's 5.cui2s. Meanwn le, teen-
aged girls contiasve ¢ asizy tanc mo57 of fnan .0 e theust into
arrangad macriag:s. Thess complaiats ipgzar to ne justified for

s Waere 1 girl's fathers, ~ometimes in con-

the majority o7 marviagss
sultation with her mother, picks = hoshead “or nis daughtar. The
Songhay shew & marias desira to marry r2iatsges, carticuiarly cousins,
or, if tais is not possible, o marry endogamcus.y withia the village.
'he timediate fam’ly incest rule erzends ¢ forbid marrying the son
or daughter of your brether or sister. If a young man finds a girl

he wants to marry, he consults his own father, who if in agreement

will tilk te tie ¢i~l'c father.

1T wasz apossisle to getner precise informat:on accut the Sride

21/
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YI. Young Married Life and Motheriood

Residerce after marriage is ratrilccal, that is, near the
husband's parents. Althougn slder women insis+ this is a good system
because the vcung girl is spoiled and fattened up by her in-laws, voung
girls insist they disiike tne ides. lack of privacy is one complaint.
They feel it is jmpossihle to cuarrel with one's husband without his
parents, particularly his mother, interfering. Secondiy, the young
bride is generally regarded as convenient extra or replacement labor
if the mother-in-law is beginning to lcse her daughters in marriage. In
many cases, young brides will not get to cook for her husband because
all meals may be prepared by her in-laws, which ray cause some
conflicts. In addition, there ave als* of rules of behavior in front
of the in-laws: one shculd never speak of too serious matters
before them, one should address tnem with great respect and use no
bad language, nne cannot eat with them, one should not let cne's
mother-in-law see one naked and meay others. By living right next door
to hei Darents-in-law a woman s nlaced under the strain of having to
behave correctiy all of the time, while her husband only accasionally
has to be ultra polite and raspecttul to her family.

Depending on the individuals concerned, a young bride's iife may
be mace miserable i sue does not conceive at once.  Scme nusbands are
patient and do not start to bothar their wives until atier the first
year goes by without their becoming pregnant. Others are real boars
though, and within a montk or twp begin to accuse the woman of failing
them. Coupled with a mother-in-law's continuous solicitations the bride
may become quite up c2%f if she cannot: prove herself right away. Although
initial blame is laid on the woman, the Songhay are aware of male
sterility. "For how elsa could % be that a woman who gave noc children
to on& husbond gives her to the cacand man, while the original spouse

1

takes several wives o no avail.

1
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Men do divorce thei~ wives <ar nat providing them with children,
but all the women interviewe égreed that this wds unfair., o5 it is
God's will that 2 wemir Mo stacilel then the man should take an adci-
tionai wi e, cut 07 Jive o “er. It is very important, ‘n erder to
be considered 4 SUCCE5S YL woman, that one bear children, but sterijity
is less denigrated than 2r2:rral seincterhesd.  "I€ a ran never of fered
for ene's hand one cin't He tooked down upon for being an old maid.
However, if one had offers and refused them out of perversity or notions
of ideaiistic love, one is definitely to be condemned."

[ bearing babies regulary increases a young woman's status
within the family and community a a whole, it alsg greatly increases
her workicad. Most young mothers iong for the day when their children
will be old enough to help with the everyday chores to allow them more
time to spend working on their mats. Although most women want their
children to be ecucated they have rot yet seen any economic proct that
it is worthwhie keeptng their dauchters in school after a certain age.
Education is respected purely as a possinle way of later zarning a bigger
income. Few girls, however, have been allowed to continue scnool
Tong encugh to be able to %0 0ul dnd got salaried jobs in order to
convince their families that tais might e more beneficial than Just
marrying them of¥, Flthough scme 3irls would like o continue attending
school, most of them do not mind dropeing out and their educatisn does
not seem to have a great effect on their lives. Educated girls often
wiil refuse to marry illiterate men, which is one reason why some fathers

are against ‘eminine education.

VII. The Micdle Years, 01d Ace and Death

The major advantage of being a miccle aged woman in having par-
tially grown children who can do ail the meniai tasks permitting the
individual to spend most of ner rime working on her mats. Some mats
are needed for house repairs, some for sale perhaps, but the majority

are made for the houses of ane's saughtars when they get married.
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Times are estimates of woman hours needed per day, not the time spent
by a particular woman.

1) Housacleaning. This tack generally does not take rwuch time {less

than one hour) becaus: it consists mainly of outting away all the bedding
in the morning, sweiding inside the hut or a man's 03¢0 Acuse and
sweeping the immedizce oucside living area. Al!l “ne women in a house-
hold would do their small part and the little giris would be recruited

to do tha sweeping.

2) MWashing d- shes, laundr and carrying water. The criticzal factor

here is not only woman power but also the availability of water. Of

the villagas where research was done, five of them (Bia, Bagoundie,

Todyel Gargouna, Mozonga znd Seyna) had no wells. Although the

villages bnrdered on the river when the floods were at theqr highest,
during most of the vear the river withdrew to a maximum distance of

seven xiiometers away. In some, but not all cases, fairly permanent
pénds or mud holas wsra located npear by. 1In the rainy season a woman

can send very smail daughters right down to the river's edge to wash a
few dishes wnenever necessary . In addition more personal bathing is
done--completae baths for evervone daily; laundry gets done quite fre-
quently and the house not only has full water jugs, but aiso has a

supply of washing water. Two hours might be adequate to supply water.

In the dry season, however, when water is so far away, a lot less of it
is used. No extra bathing or laundering is done. Women must either fetch
the water themselves or use teenaged girls, because little girls are not
strong enough to carry full water Jjugs or buckets. Although perhaps

only two or three trips may be made, the time involved may be much
greater (three to Four hours} and cannct be delegated to another quite

as easily.

3) Meal Preparations

Impctant variables liere are woman poweir, number of mouths to be
fed, time .f th. yesr and /32 of grain used. Quite Lbvisusiy
the aumbr» of amms 2,2 3zbja . peund has an erfact ¢a the time re-

quire as czos “he Lurer of people cating. More impertznt though 32/



is the type of grain to be used and the season. To recapitulate,
sorghum is harvested in September-October; the rice harvest lasts from
October through January. For the few farmers fortunate enough to
harvest their own crobs for an entire year or those with the funds to
buy outside grain. sorghum and rice are the stapies. Corn and millet
may also be bcught at the market. A larage proportion (over 50%) of

the population, however, is obliged to depend on the wild nlants--water
111y seeds and roots, cram cram and bourgou--that they can gather. A
woman may pound cram cram for four hours daily and only have 3-4, 804
gram milk cans full as the end product. This is sufficieat to feed at
maximum Six people for their one meal of the day. But at harvest time,
when plenty of food is available, it may take only three hours to remove
enough grain from the paddy (an easier task) to feed the same number of
people three meals. Corr requires a lot of work because it generally
can be used only for "tow"--a slimy mush made from the boiled flour.
Thus one must keep in mind the state of the grain is to be used in,
wﬁether one, two or three meals are to be cookad and whether or not,

in addition, a special sauce is to be prepared in lieu of plain boiled
rice in order to estimate the time required for meal preparaticn, It
would seem that previous estimates to two and one half to three hours
for pounding grain would be a reasonabie average. Meal preparation
itself would take an aaditional one and a hal? to three hours per day.
Women prefer to pounc grain each merning when they have lots of energy
during the zccic- rart of the day. They frequent’, poura again lata

afternoon.

4) Caring for Children: The variables here are number of chilcren,

their age and numoer of littie girls, teenagers o- grandmothers who
can be recruiteu co baby-sit if sne is husv. 4s any mother knows it is
almost impossidle *: estimze the zmounts of time needad for nursing and
watching over an {nfant or running avter a toddler. Tais is a full time
occupaticn for vomer: in the childbearing year: who may nurse a baby until
it is one . oa nxi. [ 2ars 2T, weaniag the child so she cia be ready for
the nex. cne.
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5. Mat Making: fusc women state that their prafarence wiuld ba o

spend all day working on their wets, but unfor<unataly ocher chores
interfare. henever a wom.n can sit down for 4 minuie rer hands are

busy working on her nars particularly ¥ she knuws tntt the family depends
on the sale of one fae its next meal. A special se~tion is devoted to
mat making becauce it is the nost important occupation for a Sanghay
woman.

6. Fuel Baths:ing: Gererslly yourg gi-1:. or if *fhey are not available,

the women gc g:ther fu:i this is a group activity and the time re-
quired depends oo the distance it is necesszary to travel. In the
villages, where rassarch was done, the women said it took at least
half a day to go <nd come back. Botn dry wood, palm fronds and palm
nuts are collectzd and where necessary manure ic brought heme too.

7. Marketing: Only Forgho Sonra‘ and Bara had their own markets.

People in other v 1lages have to trave) at least seven kilometers to
réach the nearest werkly market. Markets start later, abou:t 29:00 a.m.
and last until the venacrs have s01d sufficient wares (early afternoon).
When the market is one's own village, it is possible to make one's
purchases rapidly and return to other work. 1 f cne is selling it is
also possible toc disperse by 11 a.m. or noon. However, pecple travelling
Tonger distancas make a social avent of a market and often do not return
home until mid or late afterncon. The selling end at most markets

ts dominated by women, except for the livestock markaet controlled by
men, and a few professional small merchants selling tea, sugar, dates
batteriez, etr. or seiling beads and ready made jewelry. Income from
the sale of mats, pottery, leatherwork and condiments belong to the

women to be spent as they wish, but in these hard times generally goes
for food for the family. Revenue from the sale of dairy products and
vegetable: nroperly telongs to men and usually gets turned over to them.
Some men hcwever, allow their wives to use their own judgement to spend
this money for food. Mhen large amounts of grain are for sale, men are
usually reipunsibiz. Turing hacy2:i time women are szen selling just

two or thrze nots of grain and keeping the money “or themselves.
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Everytime her husband or father gives her the daily allotment of
grain to pound, these women put a Tittle aside to sell.

II. Seasonal Activities and Specialized Occupations:

1. Agricultural Production

Traditionally ncble women had absolutely nothing to do with agri-
cultural production. However, since the drought many of them will
participate in the wecding of their immedfate relative's fields. For
a period of about four months (August through Hovember) groups of women
spend anywhere from one to rive davs ner week weeding. Thev leave for
the fields at dawn. ertina breakfast and sometimes lunch in the fields.
returning to their homes between 3:00 o.m. and dusk. It is back-
breakins work standing in waist deep water all dav lona continuously
Qendins over so that one's whole body is wet. £s a result. most women
who weed. suffer fram severe backaches and terrible coids durina this
entire period. Tf a woman weeds for an outsider, the salary is 150 FM
to 200 FM per day as compared to 250 to 500 FM for men who supposedly
are doing harder work cultivating the fields. In some villages, such
as Mozonga, noble women continue to refuse to weed using the excuse that
there are pieaty of captives, Gabibi ana casté women available to do the
job. '

If there is & rea! shortage of manpower, women may help with the
transplanting of hoth sorghum and rice. 3crghum is usually harvested
one day at a time, with a woman or child going to the fields to
collect enough for cne meal.

Threshing is the naly otner feminine agricultural activity and it
is usually <one in ihe confines of a woman's own home--never commercially.
Estimates have bear wacde that ~zlculate woman's *otal agricultural
input Lo Le haif that of wen.

N> e women continue o “suk oown upcn agricutture labor, apolo-

35/



(35)

gizing for their role by blaming it on dire necessity. Although women
are not involved in vegetable production at the prasent time, they have
expressed great interest in learning more abuut it. Nobla women admit
that they are looking for different ways to earn money, while they also
appreciate the benefits of better nutrition. In several villages the
desire was expresseq that an expert, not only in preduction, but also
in preservation and cooking of vegetables be sent out to help the
villagers get off to a successful start.

2. Wild Plants Gathered

Many farmers in the Seventh Region depend to a great extent on the
wild plants they gather. Cran Cram, ready in September and Cctober is
gathered by the men but pounded by the women. Water 1ily seeds, which
are ripe for harvest during Jianuary and February, and their roots ready
from March through June are gathered by the women and children. These
are pounded, then mixed witn bourgou juice and dried fish to provide
a steady diet for many people for as Tong as four to five months.

In June and July betih men and women harvest the bourgou plants in order
to prepare a juice that is used in cooking and can be preserved all year
long.

Other wild plants both consumed and sold, that are gathered by
vomen and children include Fakchoy, wild watermelon, doum fruits and
wild dates.

Fakohoy is a wild plant whose leaves are the base for the sauce,
flavored with fresh or dried Tish, which is the speciality of the
Sixth and Seventh Regions. It is gathered in the bush cutside the
villages and dried by the women before they sell it. It is readily
available in the rainy season when the selling price is as low as 25 FM+
for 800 g. mail can full. The supply gradually diminishes until it
is almost non-existent in the dry season and the price rises to 150 FM
per milk can.

+Current Rate of Exchange: 130FM= $U.S. 1.00 36/
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. Wild watermelcns are gatherel grzen when they are about the
ally boiled and sold for 5FM to 25 FM. YWhen

size of a baseball &nu usual
unboiled they are generally adcad as a thickner =0 3 meat sauce.

Wild dates are gathered ir tne fall, saten as a snack food or

sold at market for 5 FM the pile or 25 M For an 300 gram can.

Childrer.
fruits and seil it at the waekly mirkets for 5 FM a pieca. A 50
kilogram sack full can sell for 130 to 200 FM which will take a child

peth boys and giris, generaily collect the ripe doum

from one to two days tc cather.

In additicn, ia arzas where tae palms are available, women collect
tie leases to use fur thair mats or sell as $g. A ¢group of women
from a viliage will get tcoether and spend alt day, if need be, 7inding
the tress. Suvficient leaves for ane 23t can e gathered in a singie
expedition.

3. Caste Activities

Leataer wory < done oy women of the “garasz2" or blacksmith caste.
It is the blacksmiths' wives and daughters who make sezulifully
decorated cushions, bauys. scabbards <o+ knivas, hair J-corations and
other leatner work. They seecialize in the use of Jcat and sheep skins.

Other cas:ce woren mav becusie patters and maxe the water jars
and ca aries used by v.1lacers ¢ keep their water ccol.

Griottes ozcudy & favored position in a viilage bazcause their
power is feared. ot only do they act as orail historians, but alse
are musicians and enteriainers. At other times they will go ”bégging
throughout the villace” in order *o gain their daily meal.

4. Hairdrzssing ard Jewe]yy Making

domen nay eain money as nairdressers. However, due to the
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poverty level of the general public, the demand for this service is quite
low. Woman say they just don't have time to worry about hairdos when
they are hungry. A simple hairdo may cost 200 FM, a more elaborate one
taking five to eight hours to style, may cost between 500 FM to 1000 FM
in a village while the rates are double that in Gao.

A few women know how to make the fine beadwork headbands and choker
type necklaces whicn are a distinguishing characteristic of the Songhay.
Commercialization is usually limited to friends within the village. The
beaded bracelets, also very popular with songhay, are actually made by
Haussa women.

Time estimates have not been made for any of these activities be-
cause it is obvious that too much depends of the individual situation.
This listing, in general, covers the current activities available %o
Songhay women.
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Producticn of Mats

An importan® development since the drought has been the increasing
commercialization of palm leat mats, which are produced by the women.
This has created some interesting c'anges in the male-female dynamics
which is discussed later.

In the past, making beautiful mats was the 1eisure activity of the
noble women who had captives to perform all the menial tasks. Among the
Songhay of the Gao region the hut is owned by women who dismantle it
three times a year with different numbers and styles of mats used, according
to the cold, dry or rainy season. Annual repairs have to be made if one
is to have a hut of which to be proud. In a sense these huts were and are
still a symbol of a weman's identity, not only &s 2 creative personality
but also as a skilled homemaker. Special sleping mats are also made
for one's self, sne's husband and children and given to other close
re1§tives and friends. But, in the past, 1t was unheard of to sel]l these
mats.

A mentioned eariier, dramatic changes have taken place in the activities
of nobles since <he drought years. HNoble women have been obliged to assume
their own menial tasks so nave been la“t with less time to devote to their
"hobby"/accupation of mat waking. As the harvests continued to be
poor e’ ery year and many men have o nccupation other than farming, women
began to sell their mats. In the economic sphere woman's rele has changed
from being a Tady of leisure to being an important economic contributor and,
in many cases, the major bread winner for the family.

There are two different varieties of Tong mats used for house con-
struction that generally do not get sold in the village markets. Those
that are usually sold are white or colored sleeping/sitting mats and
round prayey mats. Various factors affect the sale price of a mat:

1) was the waman able to gather her own palm iezves or did she have to
buy them at nri.ss ranging frem 125 5M tg 1.00G ™M to suffine for one
mat; 2) the finsness of :he weave; 3} if it is a colured mat whether or

not the desi.n is one that is well Ymown or is in ariginal: 4} ¢re pumber
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of dyes used, a fancy nat uses cong Sox esch of three av four dres

in

costing 1000 ©M/box and one box of nlack dve at 500 FM/jbox; the Lime
of year-prices may te a littie nigher during weeding sess.an S2ci.:3 the
vomen are so busy then, whiie tney may be lower just tofnre Tabaski; and

. A - .
other fetes; §) how hungry the woman and her family ars.

If 2 woman gathers her own leaves a simple white mat is usually sold
for 475 FM to 500 fif.  If she has to huy the Yeaves, the price will rise to
1,000 M and in some areas due to the high cost of leaves it may only be
pretitable to make colored mats which seil 2t grices ranging from 2,500 FM
to 10,000 FM.

he speed at which wemen can work depends on their exvevience and
pioficiency and the number of children or other women available to assist
them with their cheres.

A sleeping mat is tem strips wide. [7 a woman has sameone to help
witn her chores she ran usually mike two to three simple white mats per
week (or three-four sirips per day). Rare women of great stamina and speed
can complate a wnite 5at ‘r one day. Only if she sits uninterrupted all
day iong can she finish one cciored strip in a day. Usually it :takes
womer at least two months to finish a colorad mat.

For anctiler s:udy, intensive interviews were conducted with in-
.dividual fermers {a tctal of 28) in order to detesrmine their annual
expendituras and scurces of rerenue. Eignt of the farm families inter-
viewed earned incomes frum the sale of wats. The gercentage of total
revenue generated thic way varies from between less than 1% to 100%
with an average of 33.6%. 0Oiscussicns with women of all ages in this zone
leads one to pelieve chat 50%L or more of 31il1 women nowadays make mats
far sale.
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Chapter Six

Power, Authority ard Status

No discussion of women is complate without an analysis of the
retationship of power and autherity tc male-female dynamics and Fow
this in turn affecis the stacus of females within a culture. The “c1lowing
definition is proposzd by M.G. Smith: ‘“authority is, in the abstract,
the right to make a particulasr dacision and to command apedience. ..power. ..
is the ability to act affectively or persons or things, to make . secure
Favorable decisions wnich are not of right allocated to the ind’ .dual
or their roles. ihether power 13 axercised through influence or “orce, 1t
is inherently competitive, whereas authority entzils a hierarchi 31 chain
of command and contrcl. Althcugh the idea of authority implies .usitive
actions and auties, the exercice 0¥, power has no positiye sanct.mns, only
rules that specity tre conditions of iT'egality of its operatione
{Rosaldo 1374:21).

Worldwide, it nas beea shown, wairen have Eraditioially exer. sod
power, but have hid no suthority o tick it up. A 3 resut, weeen often
have a systematic iiflience or decisions that are rade while 72715 novms
treat Lhe powerful or influantia} women as disrupt ve anomelous -~ <ubversive.
This is particularly true af the Moslem co:siety where 217 laoiti-ati.ad
Poiier, that s adthority i< in the hands of mdn, bised on g hiconcchy of
ages. Women are lookes upoa as a threat, it is hyontnesized dut tu
their sexual power over men, consecuently thay er2 s:cludea From <ne publie
eye and allowed to control the aducation of male cnildren anly until the
boys reach the age of seven. The Songhay have beaen Foivowers of [siam, at
least nominzlily, ever since the time of +he powertul ruler, 4siia Mohammed
in the fifteenth century and particularly since their kingdom was invaded
by the Mercccans in the cixteenth century. Al spportant 1ife oyenis--birth,
marriage, divarce, death and inkeritance are ruled ty Islanic 1aw, while the
datly schezuie is organized argund the necessicy of frequent pviver. The
ole of women ia traditional Songhay society has t¢ a graat exicht heen

']

aviecied by thie Masiam influence. However, before giving an enypo-
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While the deferential treatment of Songhay women has been diminished,
their status in the public domain, and to some extesnt in the domestic sphere,
has increased due to changes in Sanday's four dimensions. The two moct im-
portant factors are economic: 1) female material control and 2) demand
for female produce, although there have been some set backs in these domains.

Noble women today are working members of the family. Their tasks in-
clude household chores, raising children, doing scme agricultural work,
i.e., weeding, gathering wild plants for the family to eat, selling dairy
products within the village or in nearby markets and making mats for sale
in order to help feed the family. As a result, ths way in which men view
women has g¢reatly changed. Most men are delighted with the economic help
they are receiving from their wives, daughters and sisters. Men are fully
aware that it js the extra revenue brought in by women, which they voluntarily
offer for the rfamiiy's use, that frequentiy staves the family from starvation.
Some men said that their wives wers full economic partnars and that
they had complete trust in their wivss judgement in monay matters. As a
result, these men sa‘d they no lonager felt that they could (cor even should)
try to contral their wives' activities as much as they did in the old days.
They just expzcted that the women would nantinue to beshave discreetly.

Admitted'y nct all men were happy with this new situation. Jome men
openly said that they areatly resented their zconomic dapendence nn the
women folk and weuld de anything to bring back the ¢id dzvs. "Please bring
pumps to our village So we can scart having gcod harvesis ind resume wearing
the pants in the family" was the plea of the chief and ris courcilors in
one village where research was done. In general, though, men are delighted
with the help they are rsceiving from the women and youag men, in particular,
kept asking for ways Zo lighten wcmen's every day work lead <o they could
concentrate on mahaaking.

How do wemen reipord to their changed roles and status?  Althougn

generaliy faveranle -ea-fion: ware of course mixed, ™Most women are

happy wiin ¢ estra rrzedom whish thei— ‘nrr2ased aconomic cantributions

have provi.ad them. Thay anjoy ¢2ing ro i market 55 seil ¢ .1s, they appreciate
6/



the fact thao tliel huuland’s 200gw “hem greater freedom of moveme:
it cannot be denied t'af =nsir wook loace have geeatl:

are busy fiom mori .3 D rignt ali year S
never idle" said :riars! ‘nrorrarts

During my discuisiuns with womeo, they indicites that there were two
areas for improvement: 1) need for labor s.ving devices to decrease
the caily workla.d and 2) need for new meney making activities for women.
Women everywhere said ' .. th2y had to descte too much time to household
chores and could not spend a sufficient aumber of hours per day working
on their mats. Their heaviest and most tirvesome <hore is pounding grain,
a job which every woman interviewed said she hated. Those who had heard
of handmills immediatzely requested them for their village. Those who had
not, were also excited at the prospect, when the use of such machines was
explained to them. A1l women expressed a willingness to pay a smali fee,
if necessary, for the use of this ¢ onvenienca. The extra time would certainly
go to productive use and most Tikely would result in increased time spent
on mat making. Hand mills, therefore, were not perceived just as a labor
saving device, but more importantly as a means of freeing women to
devote time to revenue earming activities.

Women also complained that mat making was their only source of
income and they felt this was insufficient., Many women appeared aware
of the power of market women and female merchants in other parts of Africa
and indicated that this was an avenue tnat appealed to them. Fer this
reason women said they wanted to get involved in gardening, not only
because it would improve the family diet, but also bring in revenue.
An awareness of remaining cultural constraints precluded me from advocating
the introduction of stch crafts as leather work and pottery to the mass of
Songhay women. Instead, a much wiser course of action would appear to develop
the already present knowledge of mat making into the production of more
useable items for sale cutside the region. In other parts of Africa, Tan-
zania and Madagascar, for example, *tne women's skill with paim fronds has been
channeled “ato wthe productica of tourist items for export. When [ showed
some won:n naskets meiz in tnass cther countries, they exnibited great
interast i+ loara.nm such taw teondques.  In additior, a few young women
made some Tacome 5 il cpAastars furome They satd oney 2rjoyed doing

i ;‘ /'
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persanai treedom duc ¢ The iméé?tant zconemi2 contribution they make to
the family income. The reason urderiving this increased contributicn is
the fregient ancz reqular failure of crops in this region due to the lack

of control over water resourcas. Tne geal of tne proj=ct is to enabie a
substantial number of farmers to beccme self-sufficiert in theiw production
of grain. [f this ccmes abcut and farmers ns longer hava to buy sutside
grain, Sut may aven be able to commarciaiize it in larg2 guantities, how
will the pcisiton o7 women be affected? '

When presented with this guestior, most women “nterviewed stated that
they liked their new economic inaependence and would enjoy increasing it.
Some fait that their husband's would try to limit their activities as in
the old days, but the majcrizy believed men woLld appreciate the additional
income %o tie Tamily budaer even under more prespernys oircumstances.  Women
who today said th:y Telt rarticularly pressured to produce mats for sale
said they hoped o relax some and just make mats ¥for the family for a while.
Men appearesd to agree with the ferale analysis ¢f thne future situation,
ekcept for a raw raactionary farwars. Unable o concentrate exclusively on

IS

this guesticn, howaver, w5 statistical fnfmmation was gatherea, Hence,
it is dmpostant o meaitcr thYs situacion <o toat womer gee net forced back

intc a position with wiich fnev w1l ne unhapuv,
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Chapter Seven

Conclusinng

This z2nalysis of Sunghay womer does not purport to he a de-
finitive statement either on women or on Songhay culture. Rather , its intent
is to present what insights it was possibla to form after short visits to
several different villages along the River Niger batween Bourem and
Ansongo.

For the past twenty years. and particularly in the last five,
Songhay women have been undergoing a great many changes in their 1ives.
Class distinctions have almost entirely broken down, except in certain
social situations. Women who previously were totally dependent on their
husbands, have become important economic contributors to the family in-
come. As a result they have gained a certain amount of freedom and inde-
pendence which they like and hope to keep in the future. Their status
is changing both in the domestic and public sphere. With their new
economic power it is possible they may be able to gain some political
authority working through legitamized institutions such as the Women's
Union.

There have been some drawbacks, however. Women no longer exert
th§1r traditional form of power. They cannot divorce freely and hence, often
get caugh% in unhappy marriages. In some villages they no longer have
access to the most important strategic resource--that of land. With
their increased work ioads, women say they are always tirad. Consequently,
they wers very enthusiastic about tha ntrcdaction of hand mills,

WOrin are 4150 egger to enwane in new money making activities.
Garde: .1 was mentionad as a posstbility, as was develooing their mat

{

making siilic into mcre 23;2abl. tc remember that

t
ary inncyitions @must tave 00 atcounat trediticnal caste ar

rd

distinciiens and wist nive tie ful agresment of ail poterncizl nartici-



. +
pants in srasr to succeed.

Finally it must be added that Songhay women are devightful to work
with and very helpful once thay overcans their initial shyness. Mare
detailed and intimate informatian about their 1ives and personaiities can
oniy, by necessity, be gathered by <zmeone who sreiaks their own language

and can spend one or two years Viving in 3 particuiar vi
V) > +

ey

Tage.

+ Appendices 4 and 5 are included hecause they indicate general strategies
on how to increase the productivity of rural wemen ard how this will
affect their lives.
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Appenllix (11

Village:
on:

Sexe: Age:

PRIOKITES PERCUES PAR LSS VILLAGEQIS

COLLECTIF INDIVLDUEL

Aménagemernts rizicole Moulirs e maian
Canaux d'irrization Charette

Ecole Charrze
Dispensuaire Bieyclewte
Decortiqueuse riz Moty.ette
Meilleur rcute Raiio

Puits Mcustiguaire
Marche Montrs

Magasin &'eligzentation Bet.il

Magasin d'outi.s dutres

Semernces selectisnras

Alpaetatizani

l—l
8
]

Centr2 d'aaimation ferm.nins

Autres

A gauncra srtes Les nriorivies daerit par ies vil-
lagesiz liuczm of ) ¢ai: a irci-se 10T+S ieurs rriorites
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APPERDIX 4

STRATEGIES FQOR INTEGRATING RURAL WOMEN INTO NATIONAL ECONOMICS

(62)"

A

LaNsative FrobTans

Rural Women Strategies

Programs

Mechanisms

Requirements for

Factors

Rural Poverty {Poor
‘mampicvment

Physical

maGerem:ioymanglel] Geiqg

Fovi income Vi
itstribution !

Incre:ise
Social
Services

Feeding &nutrition

education, health care,

famiiy p]ann1ng

-»-.-.._-...«-ﬂ A ——

n
;;;Egzgj~—~—;%§roduct1v1ty
2

f the rural

partici-

loation 1n ﬁommun1ty

Bt e o e S S ey 7

Increase capital
investment

Crease

‘and Mat.
workars/farmers

{the economy
A

i§| i 1 D=0 l‘Y ””-;C’:d n(.TE'dSE

ttechiniques

Increased techrical
skills of

| — TdentsT
tducation priority
fdult regions

Priority

use integrated
Research concentrate systems, production-
o by region & . :
X tivit marketing public
Extepsion activily administration

laenflfj] approach on constrai:t

removal.

2

Develon labar
intensive

qf§eorganize inp352]

outout markets

reductivity
f rural
Lack of pomen
Status

-— -

A. Programs designed to increase
the nroductivity of significart
¢ymbers of the most disadvantaged

~ural poor inclucding women.

B. Programs designed to increase
i -he iroductivity of vural women
but _onceived of as part of an

loveraH development program

Aiso from Van Haefiren, Page 15
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% on developmant un
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Credit “
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Infrastructure
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Import Control
—
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etc.) where they are
what they do, and
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Including a

rocessing Faci

lities separate profile
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Pighways i

for rural women

Cottage Industries & other
types of alternative

rural employment
—f
Taxation
X

Colonization







