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Maasina Fulbe Culture Study:  
Prestige, Material Possessions, Competition, and Relationships 

Mariyama Bah, Mali, 2001 
 

Methodology: 
 
The anecdotes were read to individuals and groups of people, noting their comments and then asking them the 
questions. Those surveyed include men and women, noble and slave class, in the Wuarbe clan living in the 
Sokolo arrondissement of Mali. Total respondents: 3 slave caste men, 4 slave caste women, 7 noble caste 
women. One note: the participants seemed to genuinely have fun discussing this survey and sometimes 
passersby would join the group because so much laughter and conversation was going on. 
 
Anecdotes and questionnaire (translated) 
 
Two men during a holiday: 
 
#1 One man has a large family. It’s the end-of-Ramadan holiday but they do not have money to buy clothing. 
They have only enough small change to buy soap. They washed their clothes; the day of the holiday they 
celebrated and were merry, and they didn’t feel ashamed about not having new clothes. 
 
#2 A second man also has a large family. It’s the end-of-Ramadan holiday but they do not have money to buy 
clothing. The man went and borrowed 15.000 CFA and got new clothes for everyone in the family. The day of 
the holiday they celebrated and were merry. Two weeks later the lender came and said he needed to be paid 
back the 15.000 CFA. Now the man is very anxious because he has no way to pay back the money. 
 
Two women and their daughters’ weddings: 
 
#1 A certain women is getting the household goods for her daughter’s “kurtungu*” wedding. She is constantly 
working and worrying about how to obtain the bracelets, rings, dishes, mats, etc. When the wedding day arrives 
she wants her daughter to have more than her peers. They will invite very many people, they will call in griots, 
they will pay the griots lots of money, they will prepare abundant meat and fancy food. There is now one month 
left before the wedding date. Night and day this woman thinks of nothing but the wedding. Her goal is that her 
daughter’s wedding surpasses that of the neighbor girl who married the year before.  
*The kurtungu is the stage of the Wuarbe marriage when the woman moves to the man’s compound in his 
village. All of the gifts and the goods of the woman are displayed before being loaded on a truck or donkey carts 
and transported to her new home. 
 
#2 Another woman lives in this village whose daughter will have a “kurtungu” this year. She knows they do not 
have enough resources to have a wedding like woman #1. This woman decides to buy the amount of wedding 
goods that she can afford. She will send for just their relatives to come in for the wedding. She realizes that 
some people are going to complain that she didn’t send to invite them and that she will be criticized. But she 
will not let this bother her, saying —“No matter what you do some people are going to be dissatisfied.” 
 
Two men and their marriages 
 
#1 A poor man has one wife and six children. Although they are poor the man makes sure that he gets them a 
sack of millet every month. Other than this simple food, they have no nice clothes, no nice household 
possessions, no large house. The wife and her husband get along very well. They never ever fight. The wife 
helps support the family and gets her basic clothing by taking milk to sell in town every week. 
 
#2 Another man has a whole herd of cows (around 100 head.) He has married two wives but the older has died. 
Eight children are in the compound. The young wife dislikes the children of the deceased wife. She only loves 
the children to whom she gave birth. She yells insults at the other children. At every moment somebody is 
yelling at someone in their yard. This is all despite the fact that the husband is bringing home plenty of millet, 
rice, tea, and nice things from market, plus he buys the wife and each child new outfits and new shoes. 
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Questions: 
 
1. Who has the better reputation? 
2. Whom would you choose to live next door to you? 
3. Whom would you want for your friend? 
4. Which person do you hope your child will be like? 
5. Which kind of behavior is more prevalent among the Fulbe? 
6. Other comments. 
 

Results: 
 
Re: Poverty and contentment vs. competition for prestige via material goods 
 
The first two cases contrast people who are competitive and concerned about their outward show of possessions 
with people who are poor but willing to accept it and delay gratification. As for which behavior Fulbe 
appreciate, the response of the participants was unanimous: 
 
The poor person who knows his/her limitations and doesn’t borrow or compete has a better reputation.  
That’s the one respondents chose to have for their neighbor and their friend. This is ironic since it is the 
competitive people, concerned about their prestige, that are working hard for a good reputation by displaying 
outward material possessions. The desired good reputation eludes them. 
 
What kind of behavior is more common among the Fulbe? The answer varied slightly: 
 
As for borrowing money, most respondents said that the majority of Fulbe dislike borrowing and avoid it. 
However, this opinion was not unanimous.  
 
As for the wedding goods, all agreed that the majority of Fulbe women and girls are competitive about their 
weddings even though this tendency is bad. 
 
Expressions and proverbs elicited: 
 
The poor but satisfied man and woman were described as “those who know themselves” “they are not 
disgraced” “that’s what God really likes” 
 
“The poor family that bought the soap may feel dishonored, but God caused that situation. Perhaps God will 
make them rich at some future time.” 
 
The competitive people were described as “followers of the world” (worldly). “seekers of prestige” 
 
“The person who borrowed is dishonored, because some people will certainly say that he must have borrowed 
the money for the clothes. Everyone will be gossiping about where he could have gotten the money.” 
 
“Some women actually borrow mats and goods from others and display them on the wedding day on the 
pretense that all of it belongs to their daughter.” (This is viewed very negatively—as cheating.) 
 
Proverb: “Anndireede coggu saaya ‘buri yirreede saaya.” 
“Better to be known you can afford a suit rather than be seen wearing a suit.” 
 
Proverb: “ Kolndam yo tuundi” literally: “Lack of clothing is dirt”.  
Meaning: Lack of clothing is a transient concern that disappears the moment you obtain new clothes; just as the 
moment you wash, your concern about being dirty disappears. 
 
Proverb: “So kaananke heli junngo maa a nyaa’yiran ngo.” 
“If it was the king who broke your hand you’ll display your disfigured hand with pride.” 
Meaning: Since God causes your problems, you should accept them gladly and not feel ashamed. 
 
Proverb: :So nyalannde naatii, yim’be naati. So nyalaande yaltii, yim’be njalta nyamaande naata. 
“When [good] days come in, people come in. When [good] days leave, people leave and debt comes in.” 
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Meaning: This is a metaphor of a home having visitors: when wealth enters the house lots of “friends” show up 
too; when wealth leaves, all the supposed “friends” leave too and debt comes in. A rather cynical proverb—but 
it accurately describes real life.  
 
Re: The value of wealth versus the value of peace and harmony 
 
All respondents were of one opinion that the poor family in which the husband and wife lived in peace and 
harmony was far preferable on all counts to the rich family where there was fighting in the home. They wanted 
the poor but harmonious family for their neighbors and friends, said that they had a better reputation. What they 
want for their children above all is peace and harmony in the home. 
 
What kind of family life is more prevalent among the Fulbe? Not all respondents agreed. One woman in a 
polygamous situation with high conflict said that “there are very few homes where there is harmony.” 
Some other women who had been in monogamous marriages said the contrary: “there are few people who fight 
or shout at each other in their home.” The mixed group of men and women in the slave village said that in their 
village, the majority of marriages and homes are harmonious. 
 
Expressions and proverbs elicited:  
 
“If a husband doesn’t provide for you, at least he should leave you your skin (not beat you).” 
 
“Peace is more important than money.” 
 
“If there is angry shouting in your home, and your friend comes by, she’ll be sad and upset. 
And if your enemy comes by, she’ll be glad.” (i.e., no matter what, you’re a loser when there is fighting in your 
home) 
 
 

Conclusions 
 
Although Fulbe can appear obsessed with wealth and money to the other ethnic groups around them, the core 
cultural values are not centered on wealth. The most admired traits are: contentment with what one has, and 
harmonious relationships with others.  
 
Despite these values, there is frequent competition among Fulbe to display material possessions and build 
prestige. Although such people are not genuinely well liked, they will have many people coming to visit them 
(note the proverb) and this certainly encourages further efforts to build prestige.  
 
These Fulbe tendencies fit well with a Biblical worldview. In the Bible contentment and harmonious 
relationships are virtues of a Christian character and pleasing to God. But our sin nature prevents us from 
attaining these ideals.  


