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"The free woman is just being born; when she has won possession of
 

herself, perhaps Rimbaud's prophecy will bc 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, too, wi'l be poet' Woman will find the unknowrn Will her
 

ideational worlds 'e different from ours? 
 She will come upon strange,
 

unfathomable, repellent, delightful 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 report on Songhay women i- the result of a five­

month socio-economic study undertaken in the Seventh Region 
of the Republic of ',ali, to gather information on farm 
families living within the Action Riz-Sorgho Gao Zone. Re­
search was done 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 
general information on agricultural activities; 2) admini­
stering a lengthy questionnaire to selected farmers in order
 
to analyze the various sources of income and the annual
 
amount of crop sampling in order to estimate sorghum yields
 

in the zone; 4) and doing a general sociological analysis
 
of women in the zone. 
 (The results of 1-3 are discussed in
 

a separate repot).
 

The objectives of the report are:
 

I. To oresent a genera] 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.
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t , , m.j which. Sorgnay 
women cinr:er C u0C-,sta,."V:, tneir 2urrent changing 

status. 

4. "o describe z;'-e Son>iy woman's relaticnship to 

3. ,h e.:>!ain 


power anc authority wini ".h l.rger framewor 'f general 
anthropological literature in crdet to understand the 
impact
 
of the 1972-73 drought on .ale-ferale dynamics and tne likely
 

effects of the Aczion Ri2-Sorgho Profect (,:RS) 
on women.
 
5. To suqgest poteitial new activites for women while
 

expressing The priorities fcr improvement voiced cy women
 

of various ages and classes.
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Metnodo] oclv 

The eli t. vi llaes "where resear-h was cene (1ia, Forgho
 
Sonrai, unie I , T3cEra-7, "oc-el aroL!na, 3ara, Mo­
zonga and Seyno-Sonrai) ,.ere chosen as a fairly representative
 
sample of trie zone. Choice , basen' 3m the following criteria:
 
1) presen.ce o:; an ARS extension agenL, therefore limiting
 
work :o the "haoussa" or Gao side of the river; 2) north-south
 

location to account for possible ecological differeces; 3)
 

population size (between less than 1,000 to rnore than 5,000 

inhabitants; and a) ethnic affiliation of zhe majority of
 
the inhabitants which turned out to be Songhay. (Detailed
 
information concerning the methodology used in village selec­

tion can be found in "A Microeconomic Analysis oF Farm Production,
 
Annual income and Expenditures for Typical Families in the
 

Action Riz-.Sorgho Gae Zone."
 

?rogram Activities 

1) General literature survey of the zone, preparation
 

and testing of the economic questionnaire, 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 samples in various villages in order
 

to estimate sorghum yields (two weeks).
 

4) Administering the economic questionnaire to household
 

heads and visiting village fields in the mornings. In­

terviewing women in the afternoons (two months).
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Apart from number one on the preceeding page, all research was 

done in the sample villages where I spent a total of one to two
 

weeks per villaga.
 

All of the work with women was done througji the inter­
mediarv of a woman intarpreter who sroke -fluent. Songhay,
 

Tamachek at;d French, except for an occasional schoogirl 

whom I was ate tc directly interview in Frem;ch. initially 

I had hoped to a&di,14tear a qestionnaire "esti;,a hypothesis 

correlating women's idepend:-;ce, power, authority and public 
status to their economic role within the family and society 

as a whole. rJie to the time constrainzs, this proved impossible 

since it was Jiscoiered that very littli general information 

about Sorghaj -,omen is known and therefore needed to be gathered 
first. In orcer to co/er a broad ra,ge of topics concerning 

women's lvf:, a ls o: :hee t .e discussed was de­

veloped (A-penc.x I). sec of q~esLions, based on Edgerton's 

(19?l 21ij-212) ,,a~ues quec-t-'nnaire used in East Africa was for­

mulated i.cluding, in aadlition, soecilFc questions about daily 

activities, sod 'ces arid use of income, and educational ex­
per-,ences (Appendix I7). Much timE was spent waith women, of 

various ares, ;o.>,l class-,s and pnilesophies, d'vcting informally 

about their vrrk and li;es. Specific questi(cis were asked in 

order to understano bet!.-- he Sorghay culi,.itral il~iu and to 
discover whether my ;ypo--ies-ls fi su flcient validity to be 

properly tested at a later date. A few women from each village 

were also requested .o respond to a brief one-page priority 

questionnaire (Appendix iii). 

A warni:,g is in order here. Most of the data presented 

must be interpreted as being the opinions of specific women. 

Due tt the b:-iefness oF my stay within the zone I was unable 
T
to cL'-"k . c ',r:y ,- rrtain 3tatemer,ts. n addition, my 

s l C..ta i smn . i.cL S is necessariy scdriny ':o I will 
;"e l;'! . p l-a W$_.- '- .., ... ,- . 
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Chapter Twr;
 

Backgroun, ID; .rm tion 

Jean Kuch (1954:1) ;'cates Songhay country zo the north
 
of the bend inthe Niger River strertching from Lake Debo to
 
the mouth oF Birni nKebbi in Nigeria. Within this area there
 
are disparate cultural traditions incuding two separate dialects-

Timbuctu as opposed to Gao Songhay--although mutualiy intelli­
gible. The data gathered by my research, therefore, 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 lali represent
 
6.2% of the -otal Malian population.
 

The Songhay within the ARS zone, generally are farmers
 
cultivating mainly "decrue" sorghum, rice (particularly floating
 
varieties) and a small 
amount of millet. Some vegetable gar­
aening (manioc, yams, tomat:es, lettuce., melons, eggplant, okra,
 
etc.) 
is practiced where waLer is accessible. (Nc'.;ember through
 
April). 
 Although local dikes are constructed, water control is
 
limited in the zone 
leading to frequent crop failures. As a
 
result, at least half the population depends to a great extent
 
on wild plants gathered. 
These include: 1) cram cram (Cenchrus
 
bittorus'--a wild grass with a prickly burr eaten August through
 
October; 2) water lily seeds and roots (Nymphea 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. I. is harvested in
 
June and July, but can be stored year round.
 

L n ives.ck raisIng is hih despie the dis­
, trr : r ,',s -.Jct. t.cti',a { ,3 , _ for ,nv,,ien 

UC-7 _-"d-r,Ln 'ale .Ua6ry
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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
 
limits 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 Rgion is plagued by a very high
 
temporary out migration rate (10-50 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 supplement the almost non­
existent cash income at home.
 

One of the biggest changes in recent years is women's
 
increased contr!butions to the family income. 
 Palm leaf
 
mats, which women traditionally made for house construction
 
and sleeping purpuses, nave become an important source of
 
cash income for many families. All 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 
inorder to buy jrain for their families. This has had
 
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 those made by Dick Down
 
(Action Ble report-USAID) or Bokar N'Diaye (1970) which seems to 
confir., the r;=aity tn : Sunynay differ 'fom region to region. 

]) The mo:;t ccmr-nly accepced version of the origins of 
the A ma is that they are descendants of the Sixteenth Century
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Moroccan invader-, ,nd their Songhay wives. 
 Considered as nobles,
 
'they bear the Fatail! name Tour"e. 
 They are ;1assiied with the Son­
ghay because they ;oliow Songhay tradirion ard also pernit marriage 
with Songhay r:ob~es. 

2)The Songhay nobles traditiona'!y call themselves by the
 
family name Maiga. They consiadr theaiselve the only "true"
 
Songhay. Along with the Arma, the S rghay nobles were masters of 
a deeply Pncre;iched feudal system.
 

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

4) Certain castes exist based on occupation specialization
 
passed on from larent 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 (yoneye).
 
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" wcre not permitted
 
to own land, but did all 
the work for the nobles.
 

Oistinc-.ions which were kept alive in the past by strong sanc­
tions aqaintt 1nter-marriage between groups have become blurred 
s~nce Ia janc. ts TJejeridence 1n 1960. Although the caste 
grours cont nue tc 
keep the,' identity separate, it is becoming
 
mo,-e .'t .:,,.1. for nu ., to inter-marry with former captives, 
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if the w!ealth -hey possess overrides the stigman. Most "gabihi"
 
and "sorko" today when asked their origins will proclaim themselves
 

as nobles.
 

The main distinction in the past between nobles and captives
 
was based .)n land ownership and hence participation in village gov­
ernment. Since independence, however, everyone is allowed to own
 
land and in some villages the largest landowner may be a captive.
 
In other villages, 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 isnot possible to distinguish Arma, ncbles,
 

gabibi or ca'tives by the work they do because all work equally hard
 
to make a living. Generally, it is only when there is an arguement
 
that a noble will dcwngrade someone else purely because he is of
 

captive descent. This goes for women as well.
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Chapter -our
 

The Life Cycle of a Wunan
 

I. Birth
 

My personal data about childbirth is quite scanty so most
 
of the section is taker; from Jean Rouch (1954:53- 54 and Sokar
 
N'Diaye (1970:228). Pregnant women continue about their habitual
 
Chores, 
 if it is her first baby she returns to her mother's
 
house to deliver it, because she would be ashamed to be seen
 
naked in front of her mother-in-law. Later babies ,i1 be 
 born
 
in her own house where she may be assisted by friends. So;g­
hay women deliver their babies (crouching) cn their innees 
front of a pile of sand ":there the baby can fall. Wren the child 
is born, the umbilical cord is cut with a knife and knotted, then
 
the baby's head is massaged, her nose is rubbed and she is:made
 
to breathe aromatic fumes and is tossed in the air several times
 
to get rid of any evil spirits. Meanwhile, te mother sits,
 
leaning against the hut wall, 
to assist in this operation tnen
 
both she and the baby are wqashed in w water.
 

Naext 
the husband is "nformed anJ dependi-, on his means, 
a
 
chicken, sheep cr cow wii; ,
be ';ie in or.der to :Crepare a hot
 
highy seasoned broth ca ed ']ourdo tonan': wich is given to
 
the motiher To rid her str..,rc- of -' the bad thigs insi e. 
The mcther and child !-emai t.'eo 4es-ed , the t foI ,ne week 
until the baptism. Her -rie.ids ray .isit, except For married 
women who have never borne a,child, for they :.nay not see an un­
baptised baby. The villa,?e women will get togetrer to do her 
menial chores for the first .,eek or so until the new 7other has 
rega:r -'- her strenc:h.. n 3,:,e famii"4-s fn"yy
 
,embr,s are alowed kin.,w - Ie .:hii.. 's sex before'to the baptism. 
In ot er farii;j17st.he hus:;,Jdoes .ee oal.,
s the or his wife for 
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40 days in the case of a first .'Id, althouj, usually fathers 
avoid sleeping in the 
saree hut for the first weex only. During
the course of the week, if he Is rich, he May slaughter more
 
animals f-f- i-he 
 fariy and friends to celebrate, 

u. tha eigth day after a baby'7 birth, her baptism is
held according to Islamiic tradizicr. 
 The patern-al grandparents
 
may chose tne name, more
buL .geerally it is seiected b:. -he

marabout :.ccording 
 to the day, aont:+-i and speci ' events connected 
with the birth. 
 A sheep i- dedicated to the ma,'about and slaughtered

in his hno,.;r. Meanwhile, the husband prepares a Camily feast
 
dependirc on 
 his resoa.rces. -f it is a first baby, womar'sa 
parents niI enerall, offer her *iits--new clothes, jewelry,

and "3ve her hair fixe6. 
 For 40 days alter the birth cf a child
 
women wear special braids and m' 
-Jt "kohl" 
(a local makeup)

under their eyes. in addition, both maternal and pazernal grand­
parents, as wel as the baby's father will 
offer her some livestock
 
(sheep, gca: 
or cow) aL a gift 
if they are rich enough.
 

Ohi aren dA:..,a~v cake their father's surname and beion.q to
him in cas2 )f divorce except ch: Iren bcrn out of wedlock.

lllegitimate cn:.Ur, are treated .,erv badly il Scngnay society

if they are not ciaimed 
 by :neir fatned , .:eng to theiran-

mothers. 
 1f -Vwcman later rrr ies, her husband is nct obliged

to accept tre child. With tiie 
 re,.n: changes in morals, several
niddle-ace womei infoCr.,ei :,Ie aa th,. rumber of ,]legitimate
children waS "is*.rg ca they were -,.ar.e care of by the woman's
 
family and ,discrimi+-t-on was 
 decreas-n. 

BirthControI 

N'one :W the .'omen interviewed admitted practicing any formof b h,-th r3, AI. . them_c:- aid they wanted as many babies 
a.- ".o&' crs t r b '- could tve adition- there is 
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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 o 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 ago).
 

II. Infancy__jhnughAge 6
 

A baby is always nursed by her mother except under
 
special circumstances. 
 If 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 ulaced around them to act as 
supports. At
 
about six months babies begin to crawl and they start to
 
walk when a 
year old; talking 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 length of cloth.
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Children of both sexes are taught to run :-rands as soon
 
as they can walk steacily. This consists usualiy of simple
 
tasks of fetching objects for an aoult. Children barely
 
three years old have been seen carrying t:-ays loaded with
 
several -:uli tea glasses. Fcr the first few years, girls
 
play at imitating their mother's chores--cooking with sand piles,
 
attempting to lift pestles and carr-ying objects such as wood 
or bowls on their backs in lieu of tabies. Little girls 

generally run around naked until five or six )r else spend
 
all day taking their clothes on and off as they become uncom­

fortable.
 

Discipline is very lax at this stage and is performed
 
by both parents. Mothers insist that they teach their
 
chidren to 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 help with the discipline.
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marriageaole 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 clap hands andsing, 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 tat.ooira therselves on or directly below their bottom lips. 
 They
 
take cinders or the soot from kerosene 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 among the Songhav. 
 The reason why,
 
according to tradition (N'Diaye 1970:234) is that the first time
 
that this operation was performed on a group of Songhay girls, they
 
all died, so it was deduced that any young Songhay girl who was ever
 
excised would -lie.
 

Girls are generally informed about "the facts 
.f life" by
 
their mothers so they tell their mothers when they begin to men 
-

struate. The girl is dressed in her best clothes and jewelry and
 
the family has 
a small party for her friends. An animal is slaugh­
tered, dependirg upon the family's resources, and the griottes (oral

historians) entertain. 
 Special hairstyies (or braids) 
are worn by
girls who hav- started mertruating b-t are still unriarried. 

Unlike *-:ny other- African cul :!res, the I.onghay Qo not make a 
real fuss at-out ienstru.ction, nor do they seclude their women. Women 
continue about their regular activities wrn they have their monthly
periods while controlling the flow with rags. They keep the same 
clothes on thdt they were V19aring when it started, but wash them daily.
However, they only take spcnge baths daring this time. waiting until 
the fl 4 has . to take a c~mplete b - a .,a cirue o iifferent 
clothEs. 'uno9 wo,:,en1 --. : allow theirh usbanos -. s-.y in their huts; 
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while women ,n z)iygameus n,.jsenolds continue zo have cheir turn with
 
the husband staying them, i~n all sexual
witb &itb intercourse is
 
forbidder. 'kiomen Jo no' r,,. 
 ro' co tey fst .r.renthey are menstru­
ating which pras,,ably arises ou-, of Isiamic theoric-s 
 of rol lution. 

Wher, i.iU egln-; nz-1ruat-ng :t sign;f-es to her family
 
and the comimni.y at large t-hat she is reaoy ior marriage. The Songhay
 
believe thal. adoiesce!nt gi,s should qarry soon possible they
as as so 

don't-eC".je } -:rouble because )zUa' attracti,)r, may be 
 too strong
 
a force to ,ihstana fc- Tng.
 

As almost everywhere else in zhe world, aoolescent Songhay girls 
take a great interest ii thoie; appearance. They v;ill wear more jewel­
lery, channe t -eir cutfits frequently and, if possible, change their 
hairdos as often a& once a week. Ait'lough demur. in tne presence of 
young men if adults are , roand, when left .n groups, the girls are 
quite coquetti'.h. 

V. Preparatior."-or -arria anc -the Evenz I.e ­

in the .- c. days bezrothalz, arzrngc .y .-.=,ers.. 
were not at al- u,'.cemmncn. Ho'ver. C y , d.il ::eioa-, t-e lack 
of control they ,, :r their chihire'&. ., eanwi ;le, teen­
aged girls cGnt-i,-,u t' ',nsi o t-. c .. e; .: , . Ce thrust into 
arranged marria.'s. These. comp.it :. ar to '.e just'fied for 
the majority o-: aThere 's fathe,',marriages, ,vr .cmetimes in con­
sultation witr r.er mother, pics :. ",_It -,d for ;.is daighter. The 
Songhay show a mar",e, desire to .,mry re;at!,ies, particularly cousins, 
or, if tais is iot possible, : marry endagamous-y withia the village. 
ihe i~mnediate family incest rule e;zends to forbid marrying the son 
or daughter of your brother or sister, If a young man finds a girl
 
he warts to marry, he consults h-is own father, who if inagreement
 
will t !.k to tne gi" '- f.:ther. 

Iz was i, lZe to gather precise infc-rrnation about the 5ride 
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 _ _pricc-, ,eng64e1enz '6b 1 ation.s and te~marriage ceremony itsel
 
se the cSt WE'have beenchanrging quite r1a41dI vyand vary Trom: 

v1illage toiyvI age, LAcco-ding to the code Malienne, th fiilbie 
price is20 0OFM and~no on hudexceed that a t,oin However
 

- ~ 

ehonghay~ along with,most other ethnic. groups 1'n ~ali , ionore this 
mandte.Infonrants frorn one Yilg told mtht-nheold dy

prospective Qiroom sent one sheep to be slau htered as soon as the en-, 
gagemnentrwac finral izt~d while paying ,etween 5 to 25,head of cattie. 
before hecou*,d clairm his bride, piuF gifts of clothing to her and to4 
many of her relatives. More recently, men have given 4 to 5 sheep, 

50C00 to 60,000r FM~ and clothing 'othe girl's *imdaefamily. I 
soe caeol'3,0 ~wsgven to the gir 'sifather, 1Lf the girl
had been married before she Was Considered worth only 10,000 FM. Else­
where, a teen~ager sai2 -that hie.- cous in had recently been 'engaged to a 
~man who gave seven i -ajd of c-ttrle, worth~near-, 400,000 FM as well as 

clohefoier ~ L til-;mt~~rvl~& ti young girls out-lined 
6I!e paymentas f,,1. -wK theofija 'M0G11 nI-vestLOCk or !fin cash :o be &''i'l d betloWL- P .h-tnz 000 R1 eah f orth grls 

- -two grandmocthe rs 4f l~vCog; c'oth nrli shots 5a h il' 

i 

immei(ate. iifan 
cash to he, .jnc',e: 

aIt 2--ztpe s3te~p 
: ts. 

a Taa n sma il amounts of 

It was no o os--ibo1- --c, z'er mcrried worrier ;,o admiz hownimuch the 
bride paymnn't. r nrr-V eh.herbecause'Th ey wore too shy or 
did not kriovw' 0n, -e~en -0 cirl --- onlI knew that' she 

'< was -engaged Fas fin her.--ha ovrechad the older women -

~.'4 discussinal i L C S.n ciid not kfo he---:urs involved. This girl4	 

-~~ seinto~~o.~n&' eddi~o1 1 inTv beforeit 
occurance AnO, i)0y, l.hy, I! r'; ot ~oattuel~c orthe 

~brdepay::en, - c dy-3 boy'e raher aUtorazically 
S a9 -C exptfrnses of;-his gotting rnarri-~d. 

­

shu~iderad Today, however,-~~ 
---ce orrae ptor-s '1-e.vounq -r~n ,y ho, are onsideredr elibl 

9 9 7 1 
~ ,-~-,	 :for mpa r age- r)rfn;4f;j -.-- ust'cn r 1n-'esseary funds thetM2 

;selvies Wh j'c h-te-v s , o bY Wo ida bi'ocd for',;. "-Jhh 	 99 
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* soonedist ane0. i ag'e to VvI Iaqge'(b t d'a both 'f ' : i 

JU U~ Is'r~cer.ejliony.a'I~use are nec-esary.' General ly, '-Ie weaddingcy 
ss'~ netvtsdays~t YOts o,0f drumn beat, :zi Singing by 

gy ks I-fa and large quantities ofmiiat jng preparedL-cIN-i e'em 

*As tangi6o'e proof of her changed sta tus the y,,,i 
now allowed to wear the braidis cc-served for married evIn this re­

4 . ,--""1 ghon t.e P ow.. e;er cwn oiusedone mats'vi w eof rc .. -otherstarted preparng as 
soon as her daughtlt r was boi'n. 'The co install11 them­
selvesin thi-s nuptial house where they wi1 I've f- sevendays.
Sorjghay girls are supposed to be virgis when 
,hej ico in same villages 
a blood stained sheet isrequired to be passed out zo the concerned 
family as pr'oof. Some cheatino is done usi'ng'-ch b"', od, but this ~ 
isf-owned upon. 17'a girl is a virgin 'itgroatl-y ra ses 'her statfis 
ia'h-_r husband's eyes as well as increasinr her family's 'prestlge. As
 

~ ~;4:7<ar~ult se i hcnoed with lots cof gifts. Onr2 i-Par1 stated t1hat the 
re -raonwen wa,,vrgins ~s because Zhey think. th girl-s Ywill be ~ 

2 ". ,+.' ,.. ...o. c orn,co~:+sand l?ess>:+*v+kly t,€o; be+Unfa+t hf f t e+++++easi+er+ +:+.he in­
experienced. 

afaddit-on t-o h~er houre. a young girl is E-xpect:ed to takethe minimnum of housi:-iod ute7nsi~s her.. a imcrtzir and pest-le,,)ith 
a coo;<ing pot., a 1rat 't'',a sleapiing mnat and a leather cushijon. If
 
po'ss'ibe,she ahu have]so a -pot-tery jar or-Treti." -buoket, -somne 
enamrielI dishes, ladies, a milik funnel 3nd a leather bag for makirci sour* 

~2.my 
 h.. 0rants~young and o7I Zalike, wiere aimos- t nan moUs i n
$~~~ stating that the happiest tim i a woman's lrcif fon g ni
 
th brho 
 e irs c'id. A4,thi poitnt -n h~er life, although she,* ~~ mayb4e obliged _to, do a~ot of' ch r s,a r re'; rm eposbliy


~~I She' does )n5.t have tornah-setorowr~,about her husbtand ~
 

child e' +f++++fedn :e ;+ + +++<++>,231/+Whenri agirl gets' married 'she ! a be anie tot i V4'e ?" : {{t'i r U'i ' 'I con-1 
* t o .+u r n;t: i "'.n 

1 1 V 'mnu2 Sa n 



VI. Youni_ .%rieJ Life and Mother)ood
 

Residerce after marriage is pitrilccaI, that is, near the
 
husband's parents. Aithougn older wtomen 
 insist this is a good system 
because the young girl is spoiled and fattened up by her in-laws, young
 
girls insist r.ey dislike the idea. Lack of privacy is one complaint.
 
They feel it is impossible to quarrel with one's husband without his
 
parents, particularly his mother, interfering. Secondly, 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 are 
alot of rules of behavior in front
 
of tne in-laws: one shculd never 
speak of too serious matters
 
before them, one should address tnem with great respect and 
use no
 
bad language, one cannot eat with them, one should not let one's
 
mother-in-law see one naked and mny others. By living right next door
 

to her Parents-in-iaw a woman .s
Dlaced under the strain of having 
to
 
behave correctly all 
of the time, w4hile her husband only occasionally 
has to be ultra polite and respectful to her family.
 

Decpending on the individuals concerned, a young bride's life may
 
be mace miserable iF s;Ie does not conceive at once. Scie 
iusbands are 
patient and do 
not start to bother their wives until after the first
 
year goes by without their becominq Dregnant. Others are real boors
 
though, and within a month 
or two begin to accuse the woman of failing
 
them. Coupled with a mother-in-law's 
_,ntinuous solicitations the bride
 
may become quite up Set if she 
cannot prove herself right away. Although
 
initial blame is laid on 
the woman, the Songhay are aware of male 
sterility. "FKr elsehow :cuior 't be that a woman who gave no children 
to one husb:nd cires tz'r: to the second man, while the original spouse 
takes several %Nives o no avail 
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Men do divorce thei wives fr not providing them t',.ihchildren,
but all he women interviewej agreed that this :Is unfair. 'If it is

God's will c-hat a wm;,,; - t.en the Tan should take an addi­
tional :.t ,o- iv. :. -'. 
 "t.!t is v~rv importarnt, in rder to 
be considered c. . s I,womarn, that one bear children, but sterility

is less den.traled t'n 
 a.i:.erhco,, 
"If a 
man never of-ered
 
for one's hand one can: be looked down upon for being an old maid.
 
However, if one 
had offers and refused them out of perversity or notions
 
of idealistic love, one 
is definitely to be condemned."
 

I bearing babies regulary increases a young womans status
 
within the family and community a a 
whole, it also greatly increases
 
her workload. 
MAost young mothers long 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 educated triey have not yet seen any economic proof that

it is worthwhile keeoing their daughters in school after a certain age.

Education is respected ourely as 
a possible way of later earning a bigger

income. 
 Few girls, however, h;e been allowed to continue scrnool
 
long enough to be able to 
,_o o t and get salaried jobs in order to
 
convince their families that this :rioht be more beneficial than just
marrying them off. 
Although some jirls would like to continue attending

school, most of them do not mind dropping ont and their education does
 
not seem to have i great effect on 
their lives. Educated girls often

will refuse to marry illiterate rmn, which is one reason why some fathers
 
are against feminine education. 

VII. The Middle Years, Old Ae and Deati 

The major advantage of beinc 
a midcle aged woman 
in having par­
tially grown children who can 
do all the meniai tasks permitting the
 
individual 
to spend most of ner time working on her mats. 
 Some mats
 
are needed for house repairs, 
-or-;for sale pnrhaps, but the majority
 
are made for the houses of one 's -.
ghters when they get married. 
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But, like motherF every.here, they spend much of their time worrying about
thei -; .a., - 'I i rter o.,i,.izq :. now to find them a suitable
 
husband.
 

Many .. . . :. r_ r !:wasva- , 
 to be old and no 
longer respcnsib e for the 
 0-2elfan
of their children. Instead, the child­

ca
r tk 2?f thr,r mother, while for the first time
 
in her life. he car sit around 3nc DP 
iazy without being criticized.
 
Old women consider it a-reai pleac-ure to have grandchildren whom they
 
can enjoy without having to discciine or worry about. 
 Old widows
 
remain in their own 
houses but 
are set up near to a married child
 
who takes care of ther.
 

u,,_, ace 
is cone i.e r::.J the 
 me to reap the rewards for all 
the
 
hard years indli 
 :orr'.a r2.-,c-te,

lives. F"r exaVie, if n;e 


. ln - according to how they lived their
 
'. uc ,h a horrible husband but just


kept on 
 -,i, Qri.l c': irrc, peoole will admire that woman.
 
Contrary to my nit'a. • 
 ti-,, it is 
not the number of children
 
one has, ;r, ,
,iey ttied out afti:er a mother's training that
 
accrues repect :or .he 
 .; * n. m,;rian with one devoted child
 
who helps 1-:r rut i:i91 m r-e "'se,
~ tnn a woman with lots of
 
children who 
 i o- her. 

Death iS Lccepted! wi-= a certa:, fatalism. Although detailed
 
informetic: was not 4at ,e.-ed c.! fnera: rites, it is know that the
 
body is washed an4d dressed in ;ts best cloth.s, then wrapped in 
a
 
clean blanket and -urie'd accordinc to Islamic custom.
 

VIII. Inheritance
 

Inheritance customs var' f-7om "lil ;age but are based on Islami.c 
law so remain es-entiai v i:h 2- . n c.me instances, it was said, 
if a man's wife dies he a. r'-q.;es tl,. fRmily to let him marry a 
sister as 3 rep!acene-u. 
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Times are estimates of woman hours needed per day, the tim.e spentnot 
by a particular woman.
 

1) ?Iousecleanin"t. This task generally does not take much time (less
than one hour) beca.i_:. 
 ic consists mainly of outti,10 iwa%/ all the bedding
in the morning, swef-Ding inside the hut or a man's oa-,co house and
 
sweeping the immredi.:oce ouaside living area. the in
All womnen a house­
hold would do their small p-art and the little giris would be recruited 
to do the sweepiig. 

2) Washing d-;hes, laundr, and carry-ing water. The critical factor
 
here is 
not only woman power but also the availability of water, 
Of
 
the villages where r;esearch was done, five of them (Bia, Bagoundie,
 
TocLyel Gargourna, Mozonga end Seyna) had no wells. 
 Although the
 
villages bordered 
on the river when the floods were at 
their highest,

during most of the year the river withdrew to a maximum distance of 
seven kilometers away. 
 In some, but not all cases, Fairly permanent
 
ponds or mud hWes were 
located near by. 
 in 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--complete baths for everyone daily; laundry gets done quite fre­
quently and the house not only has full 
water jugs, but also 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 jugs 
or buckets. Although perhaps
 
only two or three trips may be made, the time involved may be much
 
greater (three to four hours) and cannot be delegated to another quite
 
as easily.
 

3) Meal Prearations 

Irnpc;-tant variables here are power,woman number of mouths to be 
fed, time -,f th- ecr arJi-taof grain used. Quite Lbvi;usy
the numbr, of a,-m tcund an':.b3P, has erfe,_t c..i the time re­
quire] ' - :co ;,J:L,er o$ people . ati ig. More imp,:rt nt though 32/ 



is the type of grain to be used and the season. To recapitulate, 
sorghum is harvested in Septenber-October; the rice harvest lasts from
 
October through January. For the few farmers fortunate enough to
 
harvest their own crops for an entire year or those with the funds to 
buy outside grain, sorghum and rice are the staples. Corn and millet
 
may also be bought at the market. A large proportion (over 50%) of
 
the population, however, is obliged to depend on 
the wild plants--water
 
lily 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, 800
 
gram milk 
cans full as the end product. This is sufficient 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 rhe paddy (an easier task) to 
feed the same number of
 
people three meals. Corn 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 inmind the state of the grain is to be used in,
 
whether one, two or three meals are 
to be cooked 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 preparation, It 
would seem that previous estimates to two and one half to three hours 
for pounding grain would be a reasonable average. Meal preparation
 
itself would take an additional one and a half to tnree hours per day. 
Women prefer to pouno grain each morning when they have lots of energy 
during the -cc ic- rart ,f t:ie day. They frecueit",; pou;-o again late 
afternoon.
 

4) Caring for Chiiren: The iariables here are number of chiliren, 
their age and numoer of +itt.,e girls, teenagers ot' grandmothers who 
can be recrjiteu rO baby-siT, if ,ine is busy,. As any mother knows it is 
almost impossible e- amounts for nursing ande.timt,:e the of time needed 
watchinc iuffmtover an or runninq toadier.a 7ter a T'li- is a full time 
occupaticn for v.,mer; in the childbearing year'.] who may nurse a baby until 
it is one iL a nv. :ears ..,,d '-oaning t, child so she c,:t be :'eady for 
the nex Cne. 
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w.isc sca:e 

spend all day working on their ,ats, but unfortuiately ouher chores 
interfere. .,henever a wom..n can sit dlown for a minu::e ier hands are 
busy working on her ri;a!s particularly if .;h2 knuts ;h:K the family depends 

5. Mat Making: women tiiat their pr<-fereiice .,_iJ ba ;o 

on the sale of one fvr its next meal. A special is devoted to
4e:Lion 


mat making because iL is the most important occupation for a Songhay
 

woman.
 

6. Fuel Gathe:'in : Gererdlly yo,!rg gil or if -hey are not available,
 

the women go g-!theyi This is a group activity and tie time re­
quired depends ori the .istance it is necessai.y to travel. In the
 

villages, where reseirch was done, the women said it took at least
 

half a day to go d&id coma ,-)ack. Both dry wood, palm fronds and palm 
nuts are co1'ected and where n,cessary manure is. brought home too. 

7. Marketig." 0ily Forgho Sonra. and Bara had their own markets. 
People in other vllages have to travel at least seven kilometers to 
reach the nearest we,- ly market. Markets start later, about 9:00 a.m. 
and last until the venoors have sold 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. i f one is selling it is 

also possible to disperse by 11 a.m. or noon. However, people travelling 

longer distarices make a social event of a market and often do not return 

home until mid or late afternoon. The selling end at most markets 

Is dominated by women, except for the livestock market controlled by 

men, and a few professional small merchants selling tea, sugar, dates 

batteries, etc. or selling 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 Froiii the sale of dairy products and 

vegetable: ovoperly Lelongs to men and usually gets turned over to them.
 

Some men hc'.ever, allow their wives to use their own judgement to spend 

this money for food, W'hen large amounts of grain are for sale, men are 

usualy ,n £ ri;y harva. time w,~e are seen selling just 

two or thrr:% potL oF grain and keeping tKe money -"r theqlseles. 
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Everytime her husband or father gives hei' the daily allotment of
 
grain to pound, these women put a little aside to sell.
 

II. Seasonal Activities and Specialized Occupations:
 

I. Agricultural Production
 

Traditionally noble wometi had absolutely nothing to do with agri­

cultural production. However, since the drought many of them will
 
participate in the weeding of their immediate relative's fields. 
For
 
a period of about four months (August through November) groups of women
 
spend anywhere from one to five days ner week weeding. They leave for
 
the fields at dawn. eptina breakfast and sometimes lunch in the fields.
 
returning to their homes between 3:00 o.m. and dusk. 
 It is back­
breaking work standing in waist deep water all day lonq continuously
 
bending over so that one's whole body is wet. As a result. most women
 
who weed. suffer from severe backaches and terrible colds durina this
 
entire period. {f 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 pienty of captives, Gabibi ana caste women available to do the
 

job.
 

If there is a real shortage of manpower, women may help with the
 
transplanting of both sorghum and rice. 
 Sorghum is usually harvested
 

one day at a time, w-tth a woman or child going to the fields to
 

collect enough for one neal.
 

Threshing is the only otner feminine agricultural activity and it 
is usually '-one in the confines of a woran's own home--never commercially. 
Estimates hive bear ade that calculate woman's total agricultural
 

input to 'e half 1.hat of ,,eo. 

Nricibe woe* cOnM nue ; j.<oown upon agrlcut-ure labor, apolo­
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gizing for their ole by blaming it on dire necessity. Although women
 
are not involved in veaptaole production at the present time, they have
 
expressed great intcrest in leavning more about it. Noble 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 expressed that an 
expert, not only in prrduction, 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 October is
 
gathered by the men but pounded by the women. 
Water lily seeds, which
 
are ripe for harvest during January and February, and their roots ready
 
from March through June are 
gathered by the women and children. These
 
aie pounded, then mixed with bourgou juice and dried fish 
to provide
 
a steady diet for many people for as long as four to five months.
 
In June and July both 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
 
women and children include Fakohoy, 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 fish, 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 it
full. The supply grddually diminishes until 

is almost non-existent in (he dry season and the price rises to 150 FM
 
per milk can.
 

+Current Rate of Exchange: 430FM= SU.S. 1.00 
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Wild water-,velcns are g, theret g;.een when they are about the
 
size of a adsebadi n- uskualiy boJled and sold 
for 5FM to 25 FM. When 
unboiled tney are gcnerally adced as a thickner to a -wfat sauce. 

Wild dates are gathered in the fall, eaten as a snack food or
 

sold at market for 5 FM the oile 
or 25 FM for an 300 gram can. 

Childrer. lzcth boys and girls, generally collect the ripe doum 
fruits and sell it at the weekly mzrkets for 5 FM a piece. A 50
 
kilogr3m sack full can sell 
for 1Z)0 to 200 FM which will take a child
 

from one to t'#o days tG cther.
 

in addition, in areas where t.ie palms are available, women collect 
tle lea ;es to use f- r :heir ra;.3 3r sell as is. A group of women 
from a village w.il get to 9ether and spend ali 
day, if need oe, Finding 
the trees, Sufficient leaves for one .iat can oe gathered in.a single 

expep-.t ion. 

3. Caste Activities 

Leatieer work !:c done oy w.omen of the "garcsi" or blacksmith caste. 
It is the blacksmiths' dives and daughte:-s who make bei,,tifully 
decorated cushions, 5ags, scabbards -co- ,nivi-s, hair J'coratiors and
 
other leather '.,crk. They soeciakize in the use of -ioat an6 sheep skins. 

ether cas.e WO:Tenf may bec-,!,,e ootters ard make the .,,ater jars 
and ca aries used b. ' P113ers L'c keep their water cool. 

Griottes occLOV a favored position in a v-',lage because their 
power is feared. No: only do they act as oral nistorians, but also 
are musicians and eritertainers. At other times they will go "begging 
throughout the village" in order to gain their daily meal.
 

4. Ha;rdress .'n ar Jewelry Making 

'4omen may ea n money as hairdressers. However, due to the 
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poverty level of the general public, the demand for th ; service is quite 
low. Woman say they just don't have time to worry about hairdos when
 
they are hungry. 
 ' simple hairdo may cost 200 FM, a more elaborate one 
taking five to eight hours to style, may cost between 500 FM to lOOQ FM 
in a villge 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 to
 

Songhay women.
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Production of Mats
 

An important development since the drought has been the increasing
 
commercialization of palm leaf mats, which are produced by the women.
 
This has created some interesting cianges in the male-female dynamics
 
which is discussed later.
 

In the past, making beautiful mats was 
the leisure 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 i.f 
one
 
is to have a hut of which to be proud. In a sense these huts were and are
 
still 
a symbol of a woman's identity, not only as 
. creative personality
 
but also as a skilled homremdker. Special sl,,ping mats are also made
 
for one's self, one's husband and children and given to other close
 
relatives and friends. 
 But, in the past, itwas unheard of to sell these
 
mats.
 

A mentioned earlier, dramatic changes have taken place in the activities
 
of nobles since the drought years. 
 Noble women have been obliged to assume
 
their own menial tasKs so have been le't with less time to 
devote to their
 
"hobby"/occupacion of mat w;
aking. 
 As the harvests continued to be
 
poor e'ery year and many men have no occupation other than farming, women
 
began to sell 
their mats. In the economic sphere woman's role has. changed

from being a lady 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 long 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 prayer mats. Various factors affect the sale price of a 
mat: 
1) was the woman able to gather her own palm leaves or did she have to 
buy them at ori:_; r:-nging frrn !2E FM to ,00c; r1 to suffice for one 
mat; 2) the fineness of Ihe weave;-3) i if1z , a cocre.J n;&r whether or 
not the desinl is on-. that is ,el- T'o ,nor is -an or iinal, 4) cne number 
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of dy's used; a fancy uses c box each of three c;"fni;r d'esTiat 

costing 1000 FM/box and une box of bliack dle at 500 FM/Lc.x; ": ine 
of ycar-prices rray te a little higher ,Iuring weeding seasin. bez&. . the 
women are so busy thi;e, whi4le tney may be lower just .J-re Ti':.; and 
other fetes; 5) how hungry the woman and her family ar,. 

If a wonian gathers her own leaves a simple white :;-at is usually sold 
for 275 FM to 500 F!i. If she has to btuy the leaves, tre pr-ce will rise to 
lO00C FM and in cost of leaves it may only besome areas due to the hi.cr,:i 


prof itable to make colored mats which sell at prices ranginq from 2,500 FM
 

to i0 000 FM.
 

The speed at which wonaen can work depends on their exDerience and 

pioflciency and the number of children or other women available Lo assist 

them with their chores. 

A sleepinc mat is ten strips wide. If a woman has someone to help 
v'itn her chores she ran usually make two to three simple white mats per 
week (or three-four strips per day). Rare women of great stamina and speed 

can .complete a whlite iat "rone day. Only if she sitS uninterrupted all 
day long can she finish one ci ored strip in a day. Usually it 4axes 

women at least two months to finish a colored mat. 

intensive interviews were 

,dividual fivrners (a tca, of 24) in order to deermine their annual 
expenditures and so:,,rces )f re'enue. Eight of the farm families inter­
viewed earned ;ncoies f,,rm the sale of uats. The percentage of total 
revenue generated this way 'aries from between less than 1: to 100% 
with an average of 33.6%. Discussions with women of all ages in this zone 

leads one to Del ieve chat 50i. or more of a11 women niowadays maKe mats 

for sale. 

For another iudy, conducted with in­
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Chapter SiX
 

Power, Authority and Status
 

No discussion of women is complete without an analysis of tno
 
relationship of power and authority to male-female dynamics 
ind row 
this in turn affects tie status of females within a culture. The following
 
definition is proposad by M.G.Smith: 
 "Puthority is, in the as:.ct,
 
the right to make a partticulcr decision and to comrzand obedience. 
..power...
 
is t;he ability to act effectively or; persons or things, 
to make secure
 
favorable decision 
which are not of right allocated to the ind:dual
 
or their roles. 
 Whether power is exercised through influence or force, it
 
is inherently competitive, whereas authority entail, 
 a hierarch- :tichain
 
of comnmand and contrcl. Aithcug 
 the idea of authority implies .'rsitive
 
actions and cuties, the exercise of, poi4er has 
 no positive sanctfins, only
 
rules that specify c.-conditions of il'egality of its operation,
 
(Rosaldo 1974:21).
 

Worldwide, it nias 
been sjwr. w'on ha-ve t '-di"io;alv exe_ sed
 
power, but hd no
have a'ithorttv to tack it up. A a ,: s .u often
 
have a systematic ence or deciions that Ir-2 rade whie soz 
 .-norms 
treat the powerful or "nf~lentia' women as disrupt'%e anomalous . .­bversive. 
This is particularly tr.ie Df the Mosleri ,o:'iet,, .. il.. ti.ed&here 
po'zer, that -s authority ,s ua-is,On, a-. oIn tne or . ,:,.,'chy of
 
ages. 
 Women are IookeQ upoa zs a threat, it is h-v'ootnesized d,;.:
.,
 
their sexual power over men, consequently tray ere s.ciude. 
 ,m i,e public
 
eye and allowed to control the education oV- malE cnildren only uii,;1 
the 
boys reach the age of seven, Thc Sonhay Nave been Fo"l-wer7 -F "siam, at 
least nominal1y, ever since the time of ,-he powerful ruler, 4-.a Mohamed
 
in the fifteenth century and particularly since -he.ir kingdom ,as invaded
 
by the Morocc-ns in the sixt..eEnth century. All 
important iife :,vents--birth,
 
rriage, diorce. death and inheritance are r-ed by fsla;nic law, tne
 

daily scne uie is orgnized around the necessity of frequent ;,rcer. 
The
 
ol' w.mn"ern in trad't'linal Songhay society ',as heen
to a great ex,: nt 


i%!I-:cted by this Mosim influence. However, before qivinq e:­
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Sjrwdoma i nseddfr
 
~--~ treatment. nd are respec-ttpd ard re ered i th dm's6 i c ;,an/or-pubsic­

*ns5 do55-2j San a 97 .,9 

Iroqui weea noerd J high, status bLcause tIhey held ronside~r­
''able economic 5and political poier,' whereas Western',women, in the.-r'.often 
highfly va I ueI 'rolIes: as,,hrel piate, sex5 object tedrjnqfoc beh ind­
- - - - - -every, successful1 man" hare ~iveni defer~ential trfatrnent. i ghs status- - - - - -~~5~ 

~i>~ al ona 
-

one parameter_ does n-o:1,w ces 
-

sary 
-

ind:cate tIe 
-

samie 4 hiqh 
-

sratius,,ong~ 
other~piiar-eers. 
 /
 

< --The rbc-'t jon;i be-qe,n hedomest c and P ­pub1i crdoma in provides 
--% -the b~asis 0., structura"-, 'fra~w -ncssary to. identi fy'the 'ac
 
~A~7>-~maIes:'rnd I esc Domic s -tde.Q'2 -iMl tit' 1iM:, anda M-'odes
-- . Ihs i"s 


- of---~
-actiyv~tY-:,'n t mre I oe',oan'mreimcthrman 
i -c. P t I re ­r,, 2en rcefers'*jco A Stitutions risf,ubic ac;iviie in as'd 

assc' 't 1-ikrak, oroF.rz,-,, or subsume pa rticuIar not",.eron thi 
iti4 -I ~ on ,Se r ser~----ch ld !groupsS 7hj op~~to sehe ofyneal'sexems
-,,wit:
 

24----women sbelonging c~ theldome st'ic sph 
re qhi Ie ,,,men ar at..t pbi 
;~~ -<-dmanonerniy ~v~somne iuth or t -,he dom stic-sher- bu~ ti -* 

-i- cas ~t phe~re, they aie :~-dk 5t -- o the:s'ptbii eed-frchi-the,:hierare-hica41 'chain. ~ 

howaere it~n,thet-~-~k fiUence n~YA? ;st only5e~l 7at ri~ westic55 -
Phe bS, e aI so1n t,-e' pdub 1 'ssphere.,cY 455 5 A:,AsrYs 


so, degree of econo 
rn-ic~~~ i 'Dwrrs _,; r5re 
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female status iin 1hepublic JornK~emialIe material contrd1,-2) T; 
dean forp 1mi! produce;3,',,3 Gale pol iticalpar"ticioati n n'.l4)<" 

;a~dr~yro~ups:e yted .to,fejnalIe pol itical or economic tnerests 

le!atra Control: FemalIes have~ the ab ilIity: to act effectively 
on, to alocat': or, o~di~ps f thn 3 lndprodu-e. cra fts, etc.-- A 

I <be&yond: the doniestic unit. 

.U2) Demand on Female 'produce: Female produce has a,recognlif,ed value either 
"V; internally beyong the localized'famly unit/or inan external market. 

AA 

token, representatives, may-express opinionsin r&eguvarwPf icai 
procedure and mray influence policy affectinq people, beyondJ the -domestic 
unit. 

4) Female '; Iiai Gru devoted to Fernale Political-or Economic Itrss 
Females 1group tcether in some regular way to~protect or repr'esenit their 
ipet ..:~eareIeetffectual recogniized z~nd in this actiyity.eI (Sanday­

1974, 192)'., 
T,TeS dimiens kons wil11 e rafer,'Pd to wlith rega.-ds to Songjhay women. :Status 

2 n the domestic spherais 14Lidh more difficult to~compare cross culturally 
because~so'nianiy v'~ea' I nvoived. ?oy disctizsion on the Songhay, -

>therefore, ViII' !e I 'ited. aO.pres-~nt-pa.St cup i4onrand wlil1refer 
exclsively fto, the nbh. I 

-- ­ -then the tat.-s IfWorricn inJ traditional Sonohay culture his been high.' 
Womn wre perceived as mstresses i n tneir ~o n homes, which infact 4theyjI~ 

-KKowned.-:They s perihe ir~ti r~e ma kiir. ats~ beautifying themselves, enter-~YI/ 
tann their ad the' r hsids v i itors land taking care. of chillhrei. V 

UAnciblnn Cp res.1-ig'e' n'fthe eyes h o mu n ui ty _cbuld be raised if Ihis2I 

-SIII l0ki Fe S,;Cce( dEdim LrE,e v~St-itii -i in 'vest~rr, cul tun ithough I I 

-l-fe U e-r regar-ld as objectsnoble 

teIII rre"t~"roilt gahJo~e1 gP.erc]th 
he aY,;I-ill--a 

II ~ ~ ~~ ~1 
U ~~I11 ~1II~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~IlVtI ~ 

1 
;II ~ ~ - W N 



L , .,* - " - , - .	 but 
Vi: -rt .. o ,v
virui 1, I0wh~' ~ Id 	 2 cuY;~A hough
 

charged Lt,t 
 '.;. , r , 	 , , s even 
for boys, L Jhd, rrtUMrS con­
tinued to ii, J :ejr vneir m;t, er ; (7 , L_'!e f I / or Minority in 
all matters for, :il i:n f, !:c; se s ..:. ,'ith the father. Men 
arranged for T-.ei r , :- I:L C,Z1--:s there was a particularly 
good "entante" t oec; vi..icut ccnsu;ting their wives.e ouple, jA 


Women'ss ¢cer. hcw,",.,;. ; revealed th '.; *.he ,ci i ty of divorce 4n
 
the old Cays. I n ,"C nc. tc share the fa' iif .rseem disrespectful a
 
daughter would .p. ,"j'n,-nt forceti Piarriage. .41thi a gonth or two,
r> 


frequenty "... ;riage urder
t tne mc the champion­

shtp of her :,,h.;_-:.. =Ifd t-ke iow,: nver h : nci r'..tu~r to her parents 
home. Mst famn'- ,-',, ,,en accpr .. ursutabilitj of themtach and 

arrange for a di',r. 

.iinus, 	 , can be said 

to nave bee; very . i- i t~ne 3Ir ia.'s. Woien ha :,L a ilmited access to
 
econornic r .1 ch 2,.":d ),-n ;traLePic -r.sour,_es such as live­

stock C" s .;ui. n .. :;c: s, -t ,ffe. !,.:,i y preverted women
 
f ,ecmrng2,. er:sp.o,'. p1'c, 'Y 'cue; f .-n u. ranaemc innerltoman to 


a large oir. u.. 1 1-::.. .nr .. shp her-Sei cCuld not
 
work the an . L
A iS. ;,' ' v. t.ie *:cir." , She,,as not allowed 
to sell her o.n }II ".a.. h " . .,rr- ',KlrcL"-rvid exclu­

.sively for me: -e -In an, i ...,b F-eeab , to exert
 

control over e--:.,,s w:eer >ied "e w"lu be jivioed, with
 
sons rece.i a , "..Iri e ..1JG' E :^S. The onl!y goods
 
procucea wy wo2ei; were their mats which ;ere not ,old.
 

a. 	 .ac , a ,..c ! i : to)TPn'r *pceaY's 

have beeinn , r 1 • c , a£,h'r-. Itr;td rhe,, worked
 

tnrouc:h the:,- . VE.. . '1 in'.
e: 	 .n ma.ters important 
to 	 :;e.,. ,g; :ni : , 3"lieIr-,l" .- cu.s 1K no; ,(st. Village women
 

VO d : . " [b.. ,:L!liscuss
.. " % " ... " "'.. :S ' ! "-,- ,.," -" ' 	 ,;u-."chye 3'-"ii cr-.'
 

C, . 'q .
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r~~an on vsLn , v,uak Ci&s~K, 
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'"109"' ~ng sta3tus wornp >A in~tt iI;ned 

~ ~ ~-~~bfc~re',"Sngh~yno~eo~ie'~'3 
'' 

cinqr are privzledq mI& oaoct
 
1K&h Not'only do, the,_ perfoim' the'er wn%'chre bUt a1 &re'0r-"An ve
 

ma t' S'a 

Sre su1 t he de ferent1 treatment aczorded to women has dimn h d~r­

~sK -:W 'thin-the Dorestic sphere 
,iag c uedrt a i -oe~o ­

, 
 ~ 'cerni ng worren'ls waponci E or 'source of p6r te a --ttilat ofLtew
'threat~ ,Uecd M~ enr~e -Itates that whi cI~-l pa -,y re­dfdv~c. 

,,',',~< -- ' -questin.';, d~ i orce v1ist pa~20,000 ;:M. s;noe'-:rhi ,;cr~~~$ff 
Ie demna. Thh~t~r 

int'igd ai, rii~E. aa si i'Vwor-Jng witni:-, L';eE! n':a~ rmwr,' 
:That j.'s, not w nti ng to~zoc hif~ ie t.1 le~ qi 'i 1 goi, 

ra , q 

in a 11 C h qst13t,~~L' ic orce,'m. 

ahe dyi as pi1 gthaW tiln few, no.,*- tw i ust aet 
a>adv,)rCF Even. -Ft~ia ar'e-i~f tns 20, CJ('FNlr- r :I t of, theseW0inen ai- too Yo'ur-' r: rea h fi i r v e , snq that?~$.Ws Iti !n f11 r .E


+,e ' 
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al so t L tH,-21r s .3r o ' ia~s io fp's'Thvorce ;;,rd there 
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While the deferential treatment of Songhay women has been diminished,
 

their status in the public domain, and to some extent in the domestic sphere,
 

has increased due to changes in Sanday's four dimensions. The two most im­

portant factors are economic: 1) female material control and 2) demand
 

for female produce, although there have been some set Lacks in these domains.
 

Noble women today are working members of the family. Their tasks in­

clude household chores, raising children, doing some 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, the way in which men view
 

women has greatly changed. Most men are delighted with the economic help
 

they are receiving from their wives, daughters and sisters. Men are fully
 

aware that it is the extra revenue brought in by women, which they voluntarily
 

offer far the family's use, that frequently staves the family from starvation.
 

Some men said that their wives were full economic partners and that 

they had crmplete truest in their wives judigement in money matters. As a 

result, these men sa'a they no longer felt that they co,.;Id (or even should) 
try to control their wives" activities as much as they did in the old days.
 

They just expected that the women would continue to behave discreetly.
 

Admitted'y noz all ,f;en were hnppy ejiih this riew situation. ,ome men 

openly said that they grea y resented their ecoFoi.:-ic U. .... oce on the 
women folk and would do anything -jbring back the old dFYsv. "Please bring 

pumps to our village &o we car. suart having good harvest.- ,nd resume wearing 

the pants in the fami"y" was the plea of the chief and ris coUrcilors in 

one village where research was done. In general, though, n,_n are delighted 
with the help they are rc!e'ving from the -women .nd young men, in particular, 

kept asking for ways to lighten wcmen's every day work load so they could 

concentrate on mata.ing. 

How do icmeii r,.;pcrd to their changed roles ar.d status? AItfough 

generally f',,vra*!-L ear.L w,.re of cours_ e mi--. -1o_- women are 

happy wih;Ln e.,t;"a !r-.dom whK;., thei- 'nr'-?ased er'. nomic .:cmiributions 

have provi .?d triem, They njoy ooing ro t., marf.et t:; -11 (_-is, they appreciate 
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the fact tha Iu:>.w_ elw h freedo-i C. ;oveai-ent. 

it cannot be den!ed t'..t..er wo'k loaad have grea.tiy increased. .4omen 

are busy from mot, I_ r ;gnt Alyear *1,n . A Songhav -:C;-,an s hands ar._ 

never idle" said ;7r ' rat. 

-e:. s rea^te' But, 

During imy dissu-: Ins witi wooers, they indic te tat' there were two 

areas for improvement: 1) need for labor s,.ving devices to decrease 

the daily worklo,.d an:id 2) need for net,' mc,'y mak4i;q act'vities for women. 

Women everywhere said' they had to decte too M.uch time to household
 

chores and could not perd a sufficient number of riours per day working
 

on their mats. Their heaviest and most tiresome chore is pounding grain,
 

a job which every woman interviewed said she hated. Those who had heard
 

of handmills immediately requested them for their village. Those who had
 

not, were also excited at the Drospect, when the use of such machines was
 

explained to theli. All women expressed a willingness to pay a small fee,
 

if necessary, for the use of this c onvenience. The extra time would certainly
 

go to productive use and most likely 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 trnat appealed to them. For 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 such 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 oresent knowledge of mat making into the production of more
 

useable items for sale outside the region. In other parts of Africa, Tan­

zania and Madagascar, for example, the womer.'s skill with paim fronds has been
 

channeled ;oto the prodJctiG'i of tourist items for export. When I showed
 

some won;n ash:cs ma A:, "n these. c..ther countieh, hey exhibited great 

interest i1 lcar,~q - tC~'.qtes. .Tn&dditio,.a fe.4 young women 

made sorne . "ste. .r mE They aid i ey erjcred doing 
It7 
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s okbth'd '.lf zaf o- rtraining e,,, her for in~creased 
~ ~ sha ie failed: 

in, the Past ~,i~*e$vr h~Rg n Thes e -qwevcr werr dea'itig. with 
I~vz2,different tribes a ci13p F,;- en t:n *tccedduie to 1 ic. of iioneyY 

Spoor" structura1'.organcZatjol ar'id mi'naamt I?,ta, not due to ill 
on twhe' part of the wo ne n 

Thu~sj 	seems safe to say. htas a result of their new (and
'potential econoic "0owet' Wo;1'ens 5tatus in the public domain has 
been" raised. How V.r~a ecent setback Plac S qjjt eviden~t constraint s 

4, on~oa' ~Yt control stratenic i he~ 	 resources t) future.Aprety 
o agesN 	 in, some~vil atIeast,, womien are now being totally excludedfrom the,
 

inheritance~o a;d ihtegoigitrs 
narclue land is 
~~~~ prbbytesrg~ot valuable res,ource in the Seventh Region and 

it i~s now, being kept out of th(- hands of 'the women. This is7 a very
effectiie way of kep~. -i..ov1n ina subord4in&tepsion 

*It mus 	 no ezrote htenale Poli tical participationii 

another 	 zimensiL)Ithis domlain women's gains have
 
Antytbeen Siq-f~at Ahough a itart thas ben rae. 
A loc~al chapter2 

afteltrinNt~~ hes o2e set-up~4n almsJq SZe de~z Fen-nts 'du Ma I' 
alf h> ilages wh r esear.:h as'oe. The-e is inc-i ecte Pre-. 

side'nt an~d ot!her officers anid 1aretpaiiPate.
Themmin function of thi.- group so fatrppea;s to, bE P_ ertItn~ istn 
dignf taries, and interv~ening and Etterrp)-i 

Coe>~1iil 7$ 

~o r:eso Ivea ~±ia disputes. 
A~5fIU uh th of-Ficers discusscritical priu'-j,t ~ ee ~gs 
welIS, dispensai-ies, ma,*kets and so1~ so f ~hey' have' 	 not b En 
1
abl1e,.to,do anything ccrncrete about ac~uiring thc-m. fbe Urv~on has the 
Potenrtial. to~ be -the cyrgaiied vuoice of: tiv, wownL~' 0Pi ons and hence 

maeable to 'influences 'r31 icy dfcig-opie beyo Ipfd' -hdo ItLm esticu-uni 
in the1 future.. AtL ' buld be consider-ed :the :only organ'ized fenfia-le -­cr~n 
solidarity group ias rz,~ Alth'ough -14ijren. gather, together lnWork ate
 

IOr to vI'or, thi.a'ts; he s 'grupr cannot be cons idered as a sociaf6 o - -~ 

ganization ~apn1p~I-
-~-

So f 	 ti 

project on 
I-1*l*w 	 e, - vg'J ecnieal 
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persona: = -- ,onm _co.,om. 

the family income Tile reison un'Ceriyirg this increased contribution is
 

du~ :c.- -i,.u .. an. conribution they make to 

the frequent anl YT4gular failu:C. of crops in this region due to the lack 

of control over water rsesources. nl9, go.l tne ofDroi-ct is to enabie a 
substantial nionber of farmers co become self-sufficient in their production 
of grain. If this comes about and farmers no longer have to buy outside 
grain, Dut may even be able to comercifiizZe it in large quantities, how 
will the Doisit*on of women be affected? 

When presented with this question, most 4orien ntervie,,wed stated that 
they liked their new economic incependence and would enjoy increasing it. 
Some felt that their husband's would try to limit their activities as in 
the old days, but the majcr*-.y believed men would appreci.te the additional 
income to the family b.iget even i.nder more prcsperous .:rcumstances, Women 
who today said t- f"t pa~ticu!irly pressured to produce riats for sale 
said they hoped ,. relax some a~rd just make mats for the family for a while. 
Men appeare;1 to a .ree wi the -. :.a an;lys i of 1h e future situation, 
except for a ew ra,'2ti.ry . . Unable tz concentrate exclusively an 
this question, h;w:ev, r.o st ,titical in.r,*-."ato n was gathereo, Hence, 

.it is imp;.otart t% meua,-rnr 

into a pjstion wiv. h :, 1h'i w r) G p3y. 

t" r js anac not Forced back 

re uni, 

. 4 / 
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Chapter Seven
 

Conclusions
 

This analysis of Songhay women 
does not purport to be a de­
finitive statement elther on women or on Songhay culture. Rather , its intent 
is to present what insights it was possible to form after short visits to
 
several d-ifferent villages along the River Niger between 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 lives.
 
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
 
their traditional 
form of power. They cannot divorce freely and hence, often
 
get caught in unhappy marriages. In some villages they no longer have
 
access to the most important strategic resource--that of land. With
 
their increosed work ioads, women say they are always tired. 
 Consequently,
 
they were very enthusiastic about the 4ntrcduction of hand mills.
 

Worn- :-also eacer to ar,,iain in new money making activities. 
Gard:,-,i ,ias rer-ioned 2s a posibi]ity, as was developing their mat 
makino s ;nilino ',cr,- Oeb.,prod.c ts. It is cruci, to remember that 
ar,y f.,uv,. . i S:fljsta, i:o ttu,u.t trE.J ticna I caste, ar.d claas 
dt r -.s an, ist ,.. ,ul *:.reemnent of all poterti-l partici­
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pants in ,rr to succeed.+
 

Finally it must be added that Songhay women are de-ightful to work
 
with and very helpful once 6hey o-Verca,e their initial shyness. More 
detailed and intimate information about their lives arid personalities c'n 
only, by necessit/, be gathered bi ',;neone who spears their own language 
and can spend one or two -'ears lrq in i partic,'ar village. 

+ Appendices 4 and 5 are included because they indicate general strategies
 

on how to increase the productivity of rural .,cmen ar.J how this will
 

affect their lives.
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