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Introduction

This paper attempts to provide a partial ethnography of the Nononke by 

describing some of their religious practices as shown in rites and ceremonies.  It is a 

first attempt to describe parts of their religious culture with many details still missing. 

The Nononke are a people group in the inner Niger delta of Mali.  Many refer 

to them as Marka or Marka jalan (lit. dry Marka), but because the term Marka can be 

misunderstood, we started using the term Nononke which is what they call 

themselves.1   

I came to Mali in 1999 and lived most of the time in Djambakourou.  The 

information about the Nononke included in this paper stems mostly from our 

experience of living among them and participating in village life (participant 

observation).  The observations were recorded in a database.  We made notes of talks 

with friends in the village, about different topics, which were used both as language 

learning tools as well as for linguistics analysis.  I had several ethnographic interviews 

with one coworker, but also with several other friends, during the latter part of my 

time in Mali.  Shortly before we left on furlough in November 2003, our coworker 

interviewed several people about their traditional roles and different traditions, some 

of which are included in this paper.     

The Setting 

Djambakourou is one of many Nononke villages in the inundation zone of the 

Niger River between Mopti and Konna, but there are also a few Bozo and Fulani 

                                                
1 Marka  in  Bambara  means  Soninke,  which  is  the  origin  of  some Nononke,  and dry  Marka  

refers to the fact, that they no longer speak their original language, Soninke.  However, there are other 
groups in Mali who are called Marka and who speak neither Soninke nor the same language as the 
Nononke. 
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families.  The Nononke speak Jenaama (lit. the language of Djenne), often also called 

Sorogaama (lit. the language of the Soroge or Bozo).  Jenaama is one of the four Bozo 

languages, which are spoken not only by the Bozo people but also by the Somono 

fisher and the Nononke.  The Nononke are mostly rice farmers in the inundation zone 

of the Niger.  The Bozo and Somono are half-nomadic fishermen.     

Administratively, Djambakourou is the main village of the commune de 

Borondougou, a municipality of five villages.  They in turn belong to the 

arrondissement (district) of Konna, which in turn is part of the 5eme region 

(province), whose capital is Mopti.  Djambakourou has approximately 3000 

inhabitants who live in seven quartiers (neighborhoods).  The village has two 

mosques, a state school with six grades, several quranic schools, an agricultural 

training center for young adults, a small outpatient clinic with a maternity ward, and a 

couple of boutiques (grocery stores), one of them with an adjacent grain mill.  The 

village is surrounded by fields.  Towards the paved main road there are mainly millet 

fields, towards the river, wherever flood waters are expected to reach, are the rice 

fields.  Through this inundation area leads a dike build and maintained by ‘Operation 

Riz,’ an NGO, which allows access to the village throughout the year. 

Besides growing rice and two kinds of millet (sorghum and millet), the people 

have small patches of peanuts, corn, manioc and potatoes.  At the edge of the village 

is the garden of the women’s association, where every woman has a patch of onions, 

and sometimes they also grow okras and tomatoes.   

The most common family name in Djambakourou is Timbo.  Their ancestral 

origin is Mandinka and they come from the Mande main land.  Others, for example 

people with the last name of Soumare, come from the Soninke or Sarakole, another 

Mande people group.  The legend says that before them there were only Bozo and 

Bambara living here.  The Timbo made a blood covenant with the Bozo not to hurt 

them, and later they chased the Bambara away.  A possible meaning of 

Djambakourou – ‘hill of treason’ – might be related to this incident.  Apart from some 
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temporary residents who have since left and my colleague and myself, everybody in 

Djambakourou is Muslim.   

The authority structure is in a certain sense egalitarian.  There are a handful of 

ruling families who are in charge of specific traditional offices.  One Timbo family 

always provides the village chief, another Timbo family the imam.  One Traore 

family is in charge of certain sacrifices and the circumcision ceremony.  The Nadios 

have a special position when it comes to rice farming.  Another Timbo is the ‘village 

owner,’ and a Jankaba is always the ‘fishing father.’  All of these offices are 

traditional and there is no family who is in charge of everything.  In the same sense 

the village chief cannot make major decisions without the consensus of the village 

elders.  The question remains if this group of families can be considered elite, even 

though they do not have peasants.   

Cultural Types Model 

The following table is included here as a means of general introduction into 

Nononke culture.  It supplies an overview of general cultural features that in turn 

provide the context in which the religious features described in this paper take place.  

At the same time, I also want to take a brief look at the question of whether the 

Nononke culture is a kinship or a peasant type culture according to the contrastive 

features mentioned by Shaw (Shaw, 1988:36-39).  I will briefly describe the relevant 

parts of Nononke culture in each row and mark a provisional categorization in the last 

two columns.  

Shaw’s cultural types model includes a third column for the industrial cultures, 

and others have added a fourth for the post-industrial cultures. Since these two are not 

relevant I only included the two first columns.  
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TABLE 1 
  

KINSHIP VS.  PEASANT FEATURES2 
(Adapted from Shaw 1988) 

 
FEATURES COMMENTS Kinship Peasant 
Government Regional interdependence – including ethnic 

interdependence.  The Nononke grow rice, the 
Bozo catch fish, the Peul raise cattle; all of 
them can be found in the same province.  Other 
products like fabric, soap, petrol lamps come 
from other regions or abroad. 

 X 

Dominant 
institution 

Clan/kin group – There are no Lord-Servant 
relationships like in a peasant culture, but the 
clan is dominant.  The majority of families in 
Djambakourou are named Timbo, plus a few 
other family names with whom they are mostly 
related.  However, these leading families form 
a kind of elite. 

X  

Economic base Farming and crafts – The Nononke are rice 
farmers and there are a few craftsmen, such as 
weavers and blacksmiths, among them.  
Women do some gardening and spin cotton.  
The wives of the blacksmiths are potters.   

 X 

Occupations Specialized occupations – Most people are 
specialized in their occupation, even though 
some Bozo also do some farming on the side.  
Many people are good in self repair but for 
bigger jobs they go to the specialist, e.g., 
repairs on a motorcycle.   

 X 

 
Economy 

  

Land Individually owned – but not just by an elite.  
Land is inherited, but can also be ‘rented’ from 
an NGO that developed a system to make rice 
farming more successful through dams.  
Nowadays even former slaves own land.   

 (X) 

Land value Valuable to everybody for making a living, not 
scarce – generally it is not difficult to get more 
land, but newer fields are further away from 
the village.   

 (X) 

                                                
2 Explanation:  

X – categorization is clear, 
(X) – categorization with some restrictions. 
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Source of 
energy 

Human, animal and simple tools like plows – 
There are a few grinding machines in the 
village, some are owned individually (rich 
merchant), others are group owned (women’s 
society).   

X  

Food produced Sell part, eat part – They eat almost all of it 
and sell only a part of the rice and millet in 
order to be able to buy other necessities (e.g. 
sheep for sacrifices).   

 X 

Goods 
produced 

Few goods – the women spin cotton, there are 
specialists and artisans for trade (pottery, metal 
pots, jewelry, tailor, weaver, butcher). 

 (X) 

Hard times Dependent on nature and family cohesiveness 
– if there are hard times for everybody, they 
depend on state subsidy, loans, NGOs. 

X  

Dominant 
econ.  
relationship 

Egalitarian – competition is not seen as 
something good, today there are no longer any 
lords with real power. 

X  

Education Apprenticeship, state schools and quranic 
schools for everybody – not just the elite. 

 (X) 

Goal of 
education 

Maintain social structure – hope for betterment 
of the whole family due to increased income, 
prestige because of more material goods. 

 X 

Ideal life style Idealized behavior of the rich?   (X) 
Time 
orientation 

Busy, but not time oriented.  X 

Leisure For the rich only – Varies, depending on the 
amount of field work at a certain time of year; 
less for poor people (‘Poor people don’t have 
time to be ill’), they mainly work on the fields 
in the mornings, while the afternoons are filled 
with prayer times and personal encounters.   

 (X) 

 
Ideology (Popular Islam) 

  

Importance of 
religion 

Important, sacred/secular sometimes 
distinguished – differentiation in certain areas, 
but generally it permeates many areas of life. 

 X 

Ancestors Respected – they have to be ‘greeted’ once a 
week through prayers at their graves for their 
salvation from purgatory. 

 X 

Function for 
society 

Unity – common identification, moral control 
mechanism. 

(X)  

Function for 
individuals 

Comfort – source of acceptance in society, 
hope for paradise. 

 X 

Religious 
buildings 

Extensive temples – elaborate mosques made 
from mud, some of them very famous, (world 
culture heritage), sponsored by the rich. 

 X 

Religious 
specialists 

Full time, important – Imam, Marabout, but 
they also have fields of their own and should in 

 X 
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theory live from their produce, but in practice 
it is only an additional income.   

Importance of 
mythology 

Tales that relate to the past, thereby revealing a 
heritage – tales that explain the relationship to 
other ethnic groups, corroborate their peaceful 
relationships and obligation not to harm each 
other.   

 X 

 
Social Relationships 

  

Kinship Important – but not everything. (X)  
Type of 
Family 

Varies widely – mainly a nuclear family with 
aging parents and visiting relatives, including 
‘loan children’ (either for help in the 
household or to permit school attendance). 

 X 

Marriage 
function 

Economically helpful? – but also forms an 
alliance between clans, having children gives 
your life a purpose. 

 (X) 

Polygamy Recreational – it is not an economic necessity 
but desired if one can afford a second wife, 
which is more the exception than the rule. 

 X 

Dominant 
dyads 

Brother-brother, father-son, parent-child. X  

Old, sick, 
jobless 

Old are respected, all are cared for.  X 

 
Political Organization 

  

Structure National, regional autonomy.  X 
Internal 
control 

Shame, gossip, civil law.  X 

External 
control 

Regional inter-dependence.  X 

Participation 
by common 
people 

Limited rights - not much influence except 
through the village elders, sometimes problems 
will be discussed at the mosque.   

 X 

Leadership Hereditary rules – from leading families 
(elite?), because electing the village chief did 
not work. 

 X 

Power of rulers Weak – village chief cannot decide without 
consensus of village elders or the other ruling 
families. 

X  

 

In summary, we can see that most characteristics (more than three out of four) 

are more typical for a peasant culture than for a kinship culture.  In most cases where I 

voiced reservations about the peasant classification, it is because of the absence of a 
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typical lord-peasant relationship.  The leading families, calling themselves the 

‘nobles’ (as opposed to the former slaves), can be considered an elite, but the 

authority structure and economic dependence is lacking.  The Nononke can be 

situated somewhere on the continuum between peasant and kinship culture type but 

are definitely closer to the peasant type than to the kinship type.   

The main part of the paper will describe the different types of rituals and 

ceremonies in Nononke culture as they are practiced in Djambakourou. 

Rituals and Ceremonies 

In this paper I will look at the different rituals (small-scale, individual 

oriented) and ceremonies (large-scale, community oriented) that are practiced among 

the Nononke.  I will group them according to whether they are part of the Nononke 

life cycle, the year cycle or if they are in response to exceptional situations and crisis.   

Life Cycle 

The life of Nononkes is similar to that of many other people in traditional 

societies because it is partitioned into different segments by rites of passage.  Every 

rite or ceremony is a transition into a new phase of life.  There are several rites 

connected to the birth of a child.  The first week of a baby’s life is filled with daily 

rituals and special treatments for both mother and child.  At the end of this week the 

first major ceremony takes place – the name giving ceremony.  The next ritual 

happens about one or two years later when it is time for the child to be weaned.  

Sometime during childhood up to the early teenage years the circumcision ceremony 

takes place, which marks the transition into adulthood.  Even though the individual 

then formally becomes an adult and will be involved in the social life of adults, up to 

the age of forty they will still be called di nbe (children).  There is no special rite or 

ceremony that I know of, but at the age of forty ‘wisdom arrives’ with a person and 

the person’s ‘calabash’ (skull) hardens, so that they will no longer able to learn new 
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things as easily.  Only after this point the person is really a kamuna (meaning adult, 

but also old person).  Another important ceremony which usually happens before the 

age of forty is marriage.  Finally, the last rite in life is the burial which takes place 

immediately after death.  There are other ceremonies connected to the death of a 

person in the time following the death, especially on the Friday after the burial.  

Condolences can continue for a whole year, but are given usually only on Mondays 

and Fridays.  Another ceremony may exist which takes place forty days after the 

burial when the deceased visits for a last time, but I do not know much about it.   In 

the following I will take a closer look at some of these rituals. 

Birth rituals 

The Nononke have several rituals connected to birth and name giving.  

Nowadays most women in Djambakourou give birth in the maternity ward which is 

part of the small village health center.  Women who feel that their time has come walk 

to the maternity ward on their own and a few hours after giving birth they walk back 

to their home.  If they live in a neighboring village they are transported on a donkey 

cart.  Before giving the breast for the first time, they give nasi (quranic water) to the 

child to drink.  Only after their return to the house do the traditional taboos start to 

apply.  The new mother and the baby have to stay on their mattress and if possible 

under the mosquito net for a whole week until the name giving ceremony.  The baby 

is never left alone, even when the mother goes to the outhouse, then another child has 

to lie down beside the baby.  Twice a day a traditional midwife, called the ‘washer of 

the newborn’ ( ye ini ya), comes to wash mother and child.  She also buries the 

placenta in a special place and it is over this exact spot that the mother has to be 

washed.  She then washes the newborn seven times in the morning and seven times in 

the evening.  Every time the newborn is soaped from head to toe and than rinsed off.  

One purpose is to prevent the newborn from becoming a smelly person by sweating a 

lot.  Afterwards she does all kinds of physical ‘exercises’ with the newborn, which 

look fairly brutal to an outsider, by pulling the arms in all directions.  This has the 
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purpose to enable the child to become strong and do heavy work.  She also massages 

the head so that it gets a ‘beautiful’ shape.  Because of all these washings a lot of 

water is needed, which is provided during the first week by other women of the 

village who draw water from the well and bring it to the house.  There is a constant 

flow of visitors (with and without water) who come to say their blessings and bring 

gifts.  Often they are honored by letting them hold the child.  Frequently live chickens 

are given because the mother should be nourished through chicken broth and chicken 

meat.  Nobody else will eat from it.  From the first day on the mother will force pure 

butter into the baby’s mouth.  There is also a certain way of braiding the hair of a new 

mother.  The mother is not allowed to leave the house or she will die.   

Name giving  

Usually on the sixth day after the birth of a child, the father will send word to 

everybody in the village that the name giving ceremony will take place the next 

morning.  The father has to choose the name.  The mother is not allowed to know the 

name or the date of the ceremony.  Early in the morning the baby is shaved at the 

home of the mother where the women are congregating.  They will pass the cut hair 

around and say benedictions over it.  The men come together at the house of the clan 

head.  When everybody is present, they call the Imam who will then arrive to say the 

required prayers and Quranic verses.  Then the father whispers the child’s name to the 

Imam.  At this moment a ram is slaughtered in a neighboring court yard.  This way 

the name is ‘washed in the blood.’  Then the Imam will announce the child’s name to 

everybody.  Now it is the turn of the gu tuu (lit. ‘village owner,’ a traditional title 

which does not mean that he owns the village) to give his blessings.  Then everybody 

says his blessings and gives gifts (dates, cola nuts, bonbons, money, rice) to a 

representative of the father.  When they are finished they walk to the compound of the 

family where all the women are waiting to hear the news.  It is through these visitors 

that the mother of the child is informed about the name of her baby.  Now the women 
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also start saying their blessings.  People who have come to give blessings usually get 

gifts before leaving, mostly dates and cola nuts.   

After the naming ceremony the mother is allowed to leave her bed and 

mosquito net.  I received contradictory information about which taboos apply during 

the forty days after the birth.  Some say the mother may not leave the compound, 

others say the village, or the child should not leave the village towards the East, 

because there are spirits who could attack it.  Owls and chameleons are a special 

danger, because they can steal the child’s soul.  When the child crawls like a 

chameleon, it has been attacked.  When the child cramps its fists, turns the eyes 

upwards and throws back the head it has been attacked by an owl.  Sometimes an owl 

will try to get under the mosquito net of a woman and suck her nipples, which means 

that she will never have children again.  To protect against all of these dangers they 

use different kinds of sab n (charms).  On the fortieth day after giving birth, some 

women put a nail under their braids.   

Weaning ceremony 

When it is time to wean the child, at the latest when it is two years old or when 

the next child is conceived, the parents bring it to the marabou who will write Quranic 

verses on a black board, wash the writing off with water, and then give this water, 

called nasi, to the child to drink.  After this day the mother will chase the child away 

and tell it to go to the father.  It is now no longer her (special) ‘friend’.  

Circumcision 

Both boys and girls are circumcised but in separate ceremonies.  The 

ceremony for the boys takes place in irregular intervals depending on how many boys 

are waiting for it.  It might take place once a year or it might be after several years.  

This also depends on whether or not the harvest has been good and people have 

enough reserves for such a special occasion.   
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Once the village leadership has decided on a date for the circumcision, each 

family will consider which of their children should participate in it, depending on 

whether they can support the pain.  All boys chosen will sleep at the place of the 

people in charge of the circumcision.  At 5am the next morning, they all go down to 

the edge of the ng  (‘bush’), and they are seated in a circle.  Then all the village 

elders arrive and form a second circle around the children.  Finally the circumciser 

arrives and unpacks his utensils in the center of the circle.  He will start with the child 

of the ‘village owner’ and then continue with all the others.  Afterwards the children 

have to stay in the bush and eat there.  The whole village comes out and brings them 

the needed meals.  The village chief is the first one to bring a meal.  They will stay 

there for fifteen days and during this time their wounds can heal.  After this time the 

circumcised boys will go back to the village.  All the women will cook grains for 

them (rice, millet) and give it to them when they enter the village.   

The circumcision of the boys is done by the blacksmith.  The girls are excised 

in smaller groups.  If there are several families who have girls to be circumcised, 

either they will bring them to an old women or it will be done in each of their homes. 

Year cycle 

The Nononke approach the year cycle from three different perspectives: the 

official calendar year follows the Gregorian calendar, the religious calendar follows 

the Muslim calendar based on the lunar year, and then there is the Nononke seasonal 

calendar that is often linked to the appearance of certain stars.  The Gregorian 

calendar is used by the French speaking government and most month names are only 

slightly adapted from French to the local pronunciation.3  The lunar year is at least ten 

days shorter than the Gregorian year and therefore the feasts change in relation to the 

official calendar.  The names of the months and their special feasts are:  

                                                
3 Janvier – sanwie, février – fewrie, mars – marsi, avril – awrili, mai – m , juillet – julie, août 

– utu, septembre – seputanburu, octobre – okutoburu, novembre – nowonburu, décembre – desanburu. 
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1. b n  keu (lit. roof month), during which the new year is celebrated, not on the 
first but on the tenth of the month; 

2. b n  yen baay n naa keu (month between the roof month and the month of the 
prophet’s birth);  

3. baay n keu (month of the prophet’s birth), the prophet’s birth is celebrated on 
the 12th of the month, and his name giving ceremony on the 18th of the month;  

4. baay n dugon pana keu (first  little  brother  of  the  month  of  the  prophet’s  
birth);  

5. baay n dugon penaana keu (second brother of the month of the prophet’s 
birth);  

6. baay n dugon sigaana keu (third brother of the month of the prophet’s birth);  

7. kamunaye sungu  keu (old people’s fasting month);  

8. gura-gura keu (hurry-hurry month);4  

9. sungu  keu (fasting month), which is the month of fasting or Ramadan; 

10. sari li n deginan keu (little feast month), the little feast is the ‘Id al-Fitre or 
Ramadan feast, celebrating the end of the month of fasting;   

11. sari pende naa keu (month between two feasts);  

12. sari bulon keu (big  feast  month),  the  big  feast  is  the  Tabaski  feast  which  is  
celebrated on the 10th of the month.   

The seasonal calendar of the Nononke has five parts, of which only four are 

considered ‘real’ seasons and a fifth one being an interim period.   

 Kaage, the rainy season, usually lasts from mid June to September or 

October.  During this time the people do the main part of plowing, planting 

the millet, sowing the rice and weeding.  This is the busiest time of year, 

especially when the first rains have come late and delayed the other tasks. 

 Jaamunde, the season of millet harvest, includes October and November. 

                                                
4 Some people explain the name, because people eat hurriedly before the month of fasting 

arrives. 
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 Muunba, the cold season, lasts from December until March or April.  The 

first half of this season is the time of cutting the rice.  The second half is 

used for cutting the water grass used as fodder. 

 Korosoli is the interim period between cold and hot season.  During this 

time a first round of plowing of some fields takes place.  It is also a time of 

making mud bricks, different types of building activities and renovating 

the mud houses in preparation for the next rainy season.  Some people start 

preparing the millet fields by making the holes for the seeds. 

 Ku n, the hot season or drought goes from mid April to mid June.  For as 

long as possible despite the heat, the building activities continue.  It is the 

main season for the fishing activities of the Nononke who usually go in 

groups under the guidance of the ‘fishing father.’ 

These seasons seem to be linked to the appearance of certain stars.  Whenever 

they are linked to a star, there is also a taboo attached to it, not to do something before 

a certain date or otherwise the fetish will be ruined.  Some of the stars are: 

Simankaina – initiates the millet sacrifice. 

Alikuburu – announces the millet harvest. 

Balmal – opens the fishing season. 

Ajaba – allows for another week of sowing millet. 

Alkarsa – announces a time of heavy rains. 

There are many star names that I cannot yet link to certain occasions.  This 

type of knowledge seems to be spread among the different practitioners.  For 

example, the ‘fishing father’ can only tell you about the Balmal star, not about any 

others.  So far I was unable to match any of the Jenaama star names with the 

internationally known names.  This area will need more research. 

During the course of a year several ceremonies take place.  Some of these are 

officially Muslim feasts, such as Tabaski and Ramadan.  Others are clearly traditional 

ceremonies, which are not always approved of by serious Muslim believers.  In 
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addition there are other ceremonies that are traditional but are strongly linked to the 

Muslim leadership which makes them seem Muslim, even though they are not.   

Tabaski 

Tabaski is the feast that we participated in most often.  It is also called the big 

feast (as opposed to the little feast which is the celebration at the end of the month of 

fasting) or the feast of the mutton.  The two major feasts also mean that every family 

member (as many as possible) receives new clothes.  The combination of the purchase 

of the sheep and all of the other ingredients requires a lot of resources.  The high 

demand for sheep drives up the price, making these feasts quite expensive.   

The religious part of the feast is restricted to the usual prayer times with an 

additional prayer time and ceremony early in the morning.  It takes place around 9am 

at a special place on the edge of the village (salikeda) and includes the usual salat 

(Muslim prayer routine), reading from the Quran and the pronunciation of blessings.  

First the Imam says du u (benedictions, blessings, informal prayers) for the people 

and over the lahiya (Tabaski sheep).  After him several other important people say 

their blessings.  At the end the lahiya of the imam is slaughtered.  At this moment the 

hunters will shoot their rifles into the air and everybody exchanges blessings with the 

others before everybody goes home to slaughter his own lahiya.  The family heads 

have to slaughter one sheep for each wife.  They may do so on any of the three days 

of the feast.   

The main component of this feast seems to be the fellowship in eating with 

others, sending meat portions to other people and exchanging blessings with each 

other.  Eating together is a widely practiced symbol for good relationships, refusing 

an invitation is often the obvious sign that there is a breach.  The whole day seems to 

center around countless visits back and forth and however short occasions of eating 

together (sometimes it is a matter of a few minutes until a crowd of ten or more 

people or children has emptied a bowl of rice with sauce.)  Our presence in one of our 

friend’s families honors them, too.  One thing that several people mentioned is the joy 
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of eating a lot of meat during these three days.  This is in stark contrast to the 

everyday habit of having just a few pieces of meat or dried fish in the sauce, where 

one person might only receive one piece of meat, not even a mouth-full.  The other 

component of the feast is the sending of meat portions to friends.  Originally this was 

meant as alms (salanp , related to sadaka in Arabic) for the poor and needy (Smeltzer 

2004:38) but nowadays the portions are mostly sent to relatives and friends.  Any kind 

of salanp  is a way of obtaining baraji, a heavenly reward or merit for entering 

paradise.  During and after the official ceremony saying du u is an important part.  

This theme runs throughout the day.  During every encounter and visit du u are 

exchanged.  The most widely used blessing during Tabaski and other major feasts is 

“May God show us the next year,” which means that we hope to live long enough to 

participate in this feast in a year’s time.   

Ramadan 

The Ramadan feast has a similar course of events like the Tabaski feast, 

except that there is no obligation to slaughter a sheep, even though the social pressure 

might require it.  It is also less common to invite outsiders.   

Village sacrifice 

There are two village sacrifices.  One is done in a place east of the village 

called duu malaga sile.  In French they call this place ‘le pierre du monde’ (the stone 

or rock of the world) which is not a translation from Jenaama.  It usually takes place 

in May.  In preparation for it the gu tuu goes from house to house to collect the 

contributions of the people.  From these contributions they buy a black bull.  The bull 

is then slaughtered on the ‘stone of the world’ and grilled.  The people in charge of it 

are from the Diarra family.  The village chief and the village elders are usually present 

but apart from them it seems that there are only children who take part.  All 

participants pronounce blessings to each other.  Every part of the bull has to be eaten 
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outside the village and may not be taken into the families.  Only the head of the bull 

and the feet which belong to the Diarras, and its skin which belongs to the Traores, 

may be taken to the village.  This sacrifice has been in existence since the foundation 

of the village.  It is a protection against any form of danger or misfortune and brings 

good fortune in all areas, such as enough water in the wells, rain for the fields, a good 

harvest and formerly protection against slave traders.  “It makes the danger retreat and 

it attracts luck.”  Since it is not a strictly Islamic practice, many families no longer 

give their contribution.  One village chief had even forbidden it and it was not 

practiced for about twenty years; after his death it was reinitiated. 

The other village sacrifice is the responsibility of the Traore family.  The 

tradition goes back to the time when there was a lot of insecurity because of wars, 

revenge, wild animals and of course sietanis (satans, demons).  It is the responsibility 

of the clan head.  This sacrifice, called jii n (lit. ‘water head’), has to be put at 

certain places at the edge of the water and then the person will sit and observe what 

the water does with the sacrifice.  Depending on what he observes, he will know if the 

sacrifice was accepted or not.  This is a daliilu (secret knowledge) inherited from the 

ancestors.  These places are usually located along the ‘new water’ and the sacrifices 

have to be placed there every year.  If they forget one place this is very bad.  

Whenever there is a war it has to be done and if the head of the clan accompanies 

them, they are under his protection.  If a group goes hunting and they take his gu (lit. 

package, meaning fetish) with them, they are under his protection.  Even if many 

things happen to others, nothing will harm them.  

Fishing season 

The fishing season starts at the beginning of March.  The person in charge of it 

is called mi  kaa (fishing father), which is an inherited position linked to the 

transmission of a daliilu (fetish).  When he knows that the Balmal star will soon 

appear, he will go and collect the fishing sacrifice of every household in the village.  

People may contribute rice or millet or some coins.  When the star appears he blows a 
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special horn (budun) to call people together and then they go fishing as a whole 

group.  Whenever they start to fish in a new part of the river, he will blow the horn 

again.  The Nononke are not allowed to fish before he blows the horn, a rule which 

does not apply to the Bozo.  He also offers some sacrifices to the ni  (river spirits) 

before starting the fishing season.  The daliilu protects them from harm; even the 

thorny fins of a certain fish will lie down and not hurt anybody.  It also prevents 

sietanis from entering the group and causing quarrels.   

Sowing season 

When the sowing season has arrived the Nadio clan comes together.  Then 

their eldest goes to the village chief, the ‘village owner’, the imam and the head of the 

Traore clan to inform them that it is time to start sowing.  In this way the five most 

important families are informed.  The others are then told through the muezzins who 

call it from the mosque.  On the assigned morning everybody comes to the mosque 

with his seeds.  I believe the Nadio also bring white chickens for a sacrifice.  They 

pronounce benedictions to each other and give a sacrifice to the mosque.  After the 

benedictions, they say the first Surah and do the alfaati  (gesture running the hands 

over one’s face).  Then they go their fields.  Before they start they throw a small 

portion of seeds in every direction.   

Millet sacrifice   

When the millet is ripe, the sacrifice of seven millet ears takes place.  This 

happens when the Sumankaina star appears.  Everybody is told to cut only seven 

millet ears in his field and bring them to the mosque.  The muezzins will collect them 

and distribute them among the village leaders, village chief, ‘village owner’ and the 

imam.  This happens before people are allowed to start the harvest and has nothing to 

do with the dim, which is given after the harvest.  The harvest begins when the 

Alikuburu star appears.  It is a sacrifice also in the sense that people will go and cut 
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the millet but are note allowed to eat it, no matter how tempting that might be.  This 

will protect them from any dangers that might be in the millet grains.  There is also a 

fetish as a protection against the plague of ‘mange mil’ (small birds that come in great 

numbers and devour whole fields).  If somebody breaks the taboo of not cutting any 

millet before the announcement of the village chief, the fetish becomes powerless.   

Crisis rites 

In this section I will look at the rites that are only performed under certain 

conditions, whenever there is a need for them.  Reasons to visit a marabout or 

fetisheur are among other things, help in one’s business, wanting to be promoted, 

attain a certain position, success for exams and in professional competitions, to obtain 

riches or a good harvest, healing from illness, protection from spirits, magic and other 

bad things like owls and chameleons, finding a wife, winning against a competitor, for 

example when courting a woman, quarrels with the co-wife, taking revenge or even 

killing somebody.   

Milk sacrifice 

In times when there is not enough rainfall, the muezzin will announce from the 

mosque that people are to bring the su  salanp  (milk sacrifice).  Over several days 

people will go to the mosque and bring milk to the muezzins waiting there.  The milk 

is then given to the garibu (beggar boys).   

Sacrifice-Alms 

The word salanp  is used for many things.  One meaning is as a sacrifice but it 

also refers to alms.  It is used for sacrifices like the Tabaski sheep, white chickens, 

rice cakes and other things that are sacrificed for the river spirits.  This overlap 

becomes most obvious in the  portions of meat from the Tabaski sacrifice (salanp ) 

that are sent to poor people and relatives which are a kind of alms and are called 
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salanp , too.  Also the portions of rice and sauce given to the garibus, or money given 

to beggars (adults, usually older people and/or handicapped) are also called salanp .  

In particular, the last case can be considered a crisis rite, because it is often linked to 

prayer requests for matters such as going on a journey.  It includes the expectancy that 

in return God will grant protection on the journey, or it can be connected to other 

practical prayer requests, i.e. healing.  As it is with many other good deeds, these alms 

will obtain baraji and barkee for a person. 

Protection rites 

The most common form of protection is the use of charms or incantations.  

When people feel the need for special protection, they will go to the marabout who 

then writes Quran verses on a paper.  This paper is then sewn into a leather pouch, 

which they can either carry with them in their pocket (sab n) or attach them to 

different parts of the body (tabi).  There are different kinds of charms used especially 

for children.  Some are leather pouches; others are strings with or without cowries 

attached to their waists.  Schaffer calls the latter ‘string charms’ and the nasi used at 

different occasions a ‘water charm.’ (Schaffer and Cooper 1980:37) When making 

charms the marabout writes Quranic verses in Arabic on a paper (or in the case of nasi 

on the black board) which are then called ‘white fetish,’ while the fetisheur writes 

magic formulas in African languages and these are then called ‘black fetish.’ The 

other forms of protection are incantations called daliilu.  These are either inherited 

words or words that they can receive from the marabout and use in case of need.  This 

kind of protection is used when one has to cross spirit territory at inopportune times, 

such as between 12pm and 1pm.  When somebody feels that another person wants to 

harm them there are two choices: They can go to the marabout, who will pray for 

them and give them blessings for protection or  they go to the fetisheur in order to get 

even with the other person.   
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Curing rites 

A person who is ill will either go to the marabout or to the fetisheur, who is 

specialized in traditional medicines.  Some claim that a marabout who uses traditional 

medicine becomes a fetisheur.  The marabout specializes in the Quran and knows 

which verse to use when.  If somebody has stomach aches, the marabout will give the 

person nasi to drink.  If the person has headache, the marabout will read the Quran 

and spit on the person’s head.  Or he will spit in the shea butter and then use it to 

massage a body part, for example a bloated belly.  Drinking nasi or attaching a sab n 

at a person’s wrist can even heal somebody from stealing.  However, most marabouts 

rarely know all the right verses for each and every situation.  If they do not know the 

appropriate Quranic verse, they cannot heal a person.  If somebody has a Taureeta 

(Thora) or Lenjiila (Injil, New Testament) he can do the same with them.   

There are also individuals who are not marabouts but who have inherited a 

daliilu, which can heal certain things.  This daliilu can be either certain words that are 

spoken over the sick person or body part or they are an inherited power of healing.  

For example, our co-worker has such a daliilu against scorpion bites.  People come to 

him and he then repeats Allah’s name while running his hand over the affected body 

part.  

A woman who has problems conceiving will go to the marabout and ask him 

to ‘work’ or pray for her.  To work means that he will either make a sab n for her, or 

give her nasi to drink, or some other traditional medicine.  Some marabouts are 

specialized in the treatment of madness.  In one case this meant flogging the maniac 

with a whip.  A fetisheur will also work with the help of jinns.  Marabout and 

fetisheur do not seem to have problems working together, because both can use their 

daliilu to help a person, and if it works it is God’s providence anyway. 

Divination rites 

People go to a marabout or fetisheur to request divination for decisions such as 

whom to marry, whether to take a certain job, where to build a house, and about the 
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right timing for these things.  Divination is mainly done by fetisheurs, but the 

distinction here between marabouts and fetisheur is not quite clear.  In theory the 

marabout only does things that are condoned by Islam and the fetisheur has contacts 

with spirits, but in reality the boundary is fuzzy.   

One of the typical divination rites is the throwing of ten to fifteen cowry 

shells, called ganjo k le, and the interpretation of their arrangement on the ground.  

Another one used by fetisheurs is called turabi saani and consists of drawing 

something in the sand on the floor and then interpreting these markings.  Marabouts 

also use dreams to answer the questions of people.  This is called linitkaaru (from 

arab. ‘asking favors’).  When they are searching for an answer, they will pray in the 

evening, read certain Quran verses and then go to sleep.  After this they expect to see 

the answer in their dreams.  They also use the tasibii (prayer beads) to see the future, 

for example to know the sex of an unborn child.   

Reflections 

Folk religions usually address the everyday needs of people which are often 

not dealt with in formal religions.  This is what most of the rites and ceremonies 

described in this paper reflect.   

What are the values demonstrated in these rituals and ceremonies?  In the big 

celebrations such as Tabaski and Ramadan, I see the need for fellowship and 

belonging.  People are affirming their group membership, which in this case means 

both the religious identity and being part of the village and/or ethnical community.  

This association is demonstrated and affirmed through eating together and ‘putting 

their hands in the same bowl.’  Sharing has a high value and is demonstrated in the 

sending of meat portions during Tabaski.  It also reinforces and affirms 

interdependence, which is a value common in traditional cultures that often conflicts 

with the Western value of independence.  The pronunciation of blessings is an 

important part, both in many ceremonies and in everyday life.  It is based on the belief 

that spoken words have the power to accomplish something.  Blessings are like a 
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protective wall against any kind of evil but they can also guard somebody from being 

accused of ill will against others.  The concept of sacrifice as expressed in salanp , 

includes not only sacrifices but also alms and seems to be a very important notion that 

runs like a thread through most rites and ceremonies.  One interesting feature is the 

idea that the name of a newborn baby is ‘washed in the blood’ through the 

slaughtering of a ram.   

Besides these values, what other needs are expressed in these rites?  As 

Hiebert et al. writes folk religions are less concerned with truth and ultimate realities 

but with existential problems of everyday life and the power needed to live it 

successfully (Hiebert et al. 1999:77).  Even though collecting baraji, the ‘brownie 

points’ needed for entering paradise (ultimate reality), is an all pervasive feature as 

well, the main power Nononke are looking for is barkee, the blessing or power needed 

to live life successfully.  Interestingly enough, these two are linked closely together 

and it is nearly impossible to find an activity that obtains only one of the two and not 

the other.  My impression is that the search for baraji is more conscious than the 

search for barkee, but this does not mean that baraji is more important.  The need for 

baraji and barkee is also a form of social control because they are obtained through 

doing good things to others and respecting parents, elders, superiors or any elderly 

person, which thereby affirms central values.   

The local form of Popular Islam also addresses several other key questions 

people face in their everyday lives, which are typical for folk religions:  

 protection from misfortune through spirit attacks, owls, chameleons, 

and other dangers like the thorny fins of a fish or accidents on a 

journey,  

 healing from illness, bareness and madness,  

 guidance for difficult decisions in the face of the unknown, 

 explanation for the presence of evil, like the sietanis who cause 

quarrels, 

 encouraging morality through the need for baraji, 
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 preventing failure and shame through obtaining barkee, 

 expression and affirmation of belonging to a group, 

 marking the transitions from one phase of life to the next through rites, 

 announcing season transitions and obtaining blessings for the field 

work. 

   

Conclusions 

In summary, I want to point out that nearly all the typical worldview features 

of folk religions as presented by Hiebert et al. (1999) are present in Nononke culture:  

The corporate identity as a group expressed and reaffirmed in ceremonies, the 

need to deal with and protect oneself from an ever-present spirit world, the holism of 

everyday life and religion when village concerns are discussed at the mosque, the 

pragmatism of going to the Christians and asking them to pray for rain or healing and 

at the same time practicing pre-Islamic village sacrifices, the oral transmission of 

secret knowledge from one generation to the next, the transformation of witches into 

owls and the transportation of saints to Mecca, the constant fear and insecurity 

because of an environment full of spirits, fetish, magic, broken taboos and bad omens, 

as well as an unpredictable climate and physical environment.  

These features are seamlessly integrated into their practice of Islam and few of 

them are conscious that some of these practices are not an integral part of formal 

Islam.  Therefore these rites and ceremonies are a good example of what a popular 

form of Islam (formerly called Folk Islam) can look like. However, I am aware that 

there are many variations and the described rites and ceremonies might not be typical 

for all Nononke villages.  
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GLOSSARY  
 
 

alfaati  – gesture of running one’s hands over one’s face, usually after 
receiving a blessing from a superior or praying the first Surah, 
similar to crossing oneself 

baraji – heavenly reward or merit for good deeds, necessary for entering 
paradise 

barkee – from arab.  baraka, lit. blessing, often understood as a vital 
force necessary to live one’s life successfully without being 
ashamed  

bongobii – in African French called fetisheur, a traditional healer and 
shaman 

daliilu – secret knowledge of words for incantation, a secret power to 
perform wonders and miracles 

di nbe – children, everybody under forty 

du u  –  benedictions, blessings, good wishes, intercession 

duu malaga sile –  in French called ‘le pierre du monde,’ the stone or rock of the 
world,’ where a certain village sacrifice takes place once a year, 
which has been instigated by the founder of the village 

fetish – African French for gri-gri, which includes magical items or 
words or knowledge, see also daliilu 

fetisheur – African French for shaman, see also bongobii  

garibu –   beggar boys, Quranic pupils 

imam – Muslim leader of a local congregation, in charge of leading 
prayer times at the mosque, often also a marabout 

ni  –   river spirits, usually female 

kamuna – old person, everybody over forty 

lahiya –  sheep for the Tabaski sacrifice 



 

 

linitkaaru –  from arab.  ‘asking favors,’ a way of divination through dreams 

marabout – Islamic teacher, knowledgeable in the Quran and how to use 
verses for healing, protection, divination, etc. 

mi  kaa –  lit. ‘fishing father,’ person in charge of leading fishing outings 
of the village, inherited position, linked to the possession of a 
daliilu 

muezzin – assistants of the Imam, in charge of calling people to prayer  

nasi – water charm, water from washing of the writing of Quranic 
verses from a black board, used for healing 

gu tuu –  lit. ‘village owner,’ a traditional title which does not mean that 
he owns the village, in charge of ritually slaughtering animals   

sab n – charm, usually a quranic verse written on paper and sewn into a 
leather poach 

salanp  –  related to arab. sadaka, sacrifice, alms,  

salat –  five daily prayer times of Muslim believers 

salikeda – place on the edge of Djambakourou, where the Tabaski 
ceremony is held  

gu – lit. package, meaning a charm  

sietanis –  satans, demons, spirits, who are created by God, some are 
believers others are not 

ng  –  ‘bush,’ fields and wasteland outside the village 

tabi –  charms attached to the body with leather strings 

tasibii –  prayer beads, rosary, used to count the ninety-nine names of 
Allah 

ye ini ya –  traditional midwife, who washes the newborns and their 
mothers 
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