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ABSTRACT: The wedding and post-wedding events attending and following 
the marriage of a Supyire couple witnessed by the author on April 23, 1982 
are described. Patrilocal marriages are arranged between two patrilineal 
descent groups by means of the intervention of an intermediary and the 
giving of gifts and labor to the bride's family. Consanguineal relations are 
seen to supersede affinal ones. The social status of each person relative to 
others is clearly defined. A man can increase his status by acquiring multiple 
wives, although currently other means of increasing status are competing to 
encourage monogamy.  

 
 
Introduction 
The Supyire people, numbering approximately 300,000 (Grimes 1984:214), live in Mali in and 
around the town of Sikasso. The Supyire are part of the Northern subgroup of peoples 
collectively called "Senoufo" living in northern Ivory Coast-, southeastern Mali, and 
southwestern Burkina Faso (formerly Upper Volta), and numbering approximately 850,000 
(Glaze 1981:1). The Senoufo languages belong to the Gur family. 
 
 
General Remarks About Supyire Society in Relation to Marriage 
Supyire society is patrilineal. Daughters as well as sons are members of their father's descent 
group, and never lose their standing in their paternal village, even after marriage. Through 
marriage, a descent group builds up a network of relationships with other descent groups. 
Those people are called the nafeebii (affines, those related by marriage), as opposed to the 
tumpyiibii (consanguines, blood relatives; literally, 'blood children').  
 
Marriage is an exchange, primarily economic, between descent groups. A woman marries 
into another extended family for the purpose of producing offspring for her husband's 
family. Her family is compensated for the loss of her labour and presence by material gifts, 
and by a cash payment—the bride price.1 The woman thus enters an ambivalent existence: 
Her blood ties to her paternal village entitle her to on-going rights and privileges, as a 
daughter of her father's descent group. At her death, her personal belongings revert to her 
family, who must participate in her burial. On the other hand, she receives a higher degree 
of status in her husband's village than she would ever have if she remained unmarried.2 She 
lives, as it were, in two worlds, even up to the point of her death, when she is buried in her 
husband's village, by the people of her own descent group. Her husband, on the other hand, 
remains in the village of his father. He does not, at least through marriage, experience the 
tension of living as a link between two villages (i.e., between two different descent groups). 
 
After marriage the man and his wife reside patrilocally. They have their own house in the 
compound of the husband's father, or nearby in the village if the extended family is very 
large.  
 
At this point I can make only general observations about how far a family may go in finding a 
wife for their son. As a rule, the men in the village where I resided rarely marry a woman 
who does not speak Supyire, though someone who has been to school in Sikasso or Bamako 
may go so far as to marry a native Bambara. In that case, the family has probably not 
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negotiated for a wife, but the man has chosen for himself, and called his family in after he 
has made his own decision independently. 
 
The Supyire practice strict group exogamy. One may not marry a member of his or her own 
descent group. The closeness of consanguineal relationships can be seen in the way a 
Supyire refers to other members of his descent group. Kin terms reflect the Hawaiian 
classification. Thus, all members of one's grandfather's generation are his "grandfathers" 
and "grandmothers." His father’s brothers and sisters are his "fathers" and "mothers." 
Consanguines of his own generation he calls "brother" or "sister," and the children of this 
generation he refers to as "son" or "daughter." 
 
Traditionally, polygyny was regarded as the ideal form of marriage. A man normally acquired 
at least two wives, and even as many as five if he could afford them. The benefits resulting 
from polygyny are as follows (told to us by a Supyire friend): (1) The wives can share the 
workload among themselves. (2) The husband will gain status among his peers with each 
new wife. (3) The wives will have greater freedom of movement. One will be able to visit her 
maternal village, or relatives in other villages, more easily, while her cowife stays home. 
Then the other will get her turn as well. (4) The sexual taboos will be less onerous. Supyire 
couples ideally practice post partum sexual abstinence until their child is weaned. The 
reason given is that if the mother becomes pregnant while nursing, the unweaned child will 
die. 
 
The disadvantages of polygyny as the Supyire see it are as follows: (1) The wives will 
certainly quarrel. (2) There will probably be jealousy on the part of the older wife, from fear 
of being supplanted by a younger woman in the affections or esteem of her husband. (3) For 
the younger woman, there may be a certain amount of resentment and reluctance to marry 
an old man. 
 
While the traditional preference was in favor of polygyny, despite the disadvantages, the 
present generation of young men are fairly undecided. The status to be gained from having 
several wives is less compelling than the status gained from economic advancement and 
material acquisitions, such as owning a motorbike. 
 
The Supyire practice levirate marriage. If a man dies, his descent group is responsible to 
provide his widow with a new husband. She can only be given to a younger brother, never 
an older. For example, Sena Sanogo died in 1981. He was the son of Nyɛmuguyo and 
Chikuno. His wife Zahancwa was given to the next younger brother Kutan, who had the same 
father as Sena, but was the son of a different mother, his father's second wife, Bugo. If Kutan 
had refused to have her, she could have been given to André (same father, same mother as 
Sena). As a last resort, she could have gone to Nuhun (same father, but the son of his 
father's third wife, Kampana). The relationships among the brothers who are Zahancwa's 
potential husbands may be diagramed as follows: 
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When a girl is seven years old or older (up to puberty), she may be promised to another 
family — not usually to any particular individual. At the time of her marriage it will be 
decided who needs a wife, or who can afford another wife. For example, one man gave gifts 
to another family for several years, not for any specific girl, but for any girl who would be of 
marriageable age (15 years, more or less) after a few years. The gifts he gave could have 
been for a third wife for himself, or for a first wife for his son, depending on what was most 
pressing.3 
 
The patrilineage of Ely Sanogo, our research assistant, was giving gifts to the Jara family from 
Tapyire, as well as to another family. In 1983 two Jara girls were considered marriageable, 
and one was given to Ely. 
 
In another case a girl named Alimatu from Ziŋkurukaha was promised to a family from 
Cyerekaha who gave them gifts for three years. However, Zhye Sanogo, a young man from 
Farakala, wanted to marry her. His father, Sirimani, had said that he would not choose a wife 
for his son. Zhye could choose for himself, and then his father would do as much as he could 
to obtain the bride his son wanted. So when Zhye made up his mind, his father made the 
necessary negotiations (as always, through a third party). Thus the earlier negotiations of 
the family from Cyerekaha were cut short, and they would need to be compensated for the 
gifts they had already given. The compensation, Zhye told me, is decided the day of the 
marriage, and could be either a direct payment from Zhye's family, or the promise of 
another bride.  
 
The yearly gifts are as follows: (1) A suit of clothes for the bride, (2) a pair of sandals, (3) 
money, and (4) kola nuts.  
 
No assembly between families can take place without gifts. A gift of at least 1,000 Malien 
francs (approximately US $1.32) is given to the head of the family.4 
 
Pre-Wedding Activities 
When a girl is of marriageable age (approximately 15 years) she is normally sent to her 
future husband's village to live for about a year. At this time, 20,000 Malien francs 
(approximately US$26.40) are paid to the woman's family if this is her first marriage. (If the 
woman is going to a second husband because she has been widowed, divorced, or deserted 
by the first husband, only 10,000 francs are paid.) 
 
For the first few days after her arrival in the village she stays either with a "mother" of the 
husband, or with one of his co-wives if he is considerably older than she. After that she goes 
to the man whenever he calls for her, though her permanent residence is in the house of 
this woman, who becomes a sort of guardian. For example, Alimatu stayed with the co-wife 
of Zhye's father—a "mother" of Zhye. It is considered desirable if the bride becomes 
pregnant during her year in this village, and any child bom at this time is legitimate.  
 
After this period of residence in the groom's village is over, the bride returns to her paternal 
village. If she has had a child, she is accompanied not only by friends she has made in the 
groom's village, but by one special girl whose task is to carry the baby. The mother is not 
allowed to carry the child herself. 
 
At this time three headpans of grain are taken to the bride's family to represent the work 
she has done. (In Alimatu's case, twelve headpans were taken, which was thought by her 
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family to be too much. They were persuaded to keep it because Sirimani said that she had 
received the extra as gifts from the women she had helped in the village.) 
 
After a few days have passed, the groom's family approaches the bride's family to ask for the 
day when they can take her to get the carte de mariage at the arrondissement. (In the past, 
before there was a central government which involved itself in marriages, a trip to the 
bride's village to ask for the day of the furu [payment of the bride price, and giving of gifts] 
was all that was necessary.) The groom's family will approach the family of the bride only 
through a jatigi. This is a Bambara word referring to a person living in the bride's village who 
is either a good friend or in some way related (perhaps through the groom's maternal line) 
to the family seeking a wife. Outsiders never go directly to the old men of the bride's family, 
but always go through an intermediary. Of course, gifts are taken on this occasion, as in all 
other meetings between families. 
 
Following is the experience of my husband, Bob, when he accompanied Zhye Sanogo to 
obtain the carte de mariage: 
 
The date for obtaining the certificate was set, and Bob went with Zhye and Ladji to 
Zigkurukaha, the paternal village of the bride, Alimatu. Ladji, one of Zhye's slightly older 
male relatives, was essential to the proceedings as he was the negotiator. Zhye was not 
expected to say anything. 
 
On arrival, they sat down on low bamboo platforms (taras) and ate nothing until all the old 
men of the jatigi's family (not the bride's family) had assembled. Then they went through 
formal greetings — each one asking after everyone else's household. After that, snuff was 
offered to each person as the essential icebreaker. 
 
Then it was Ladji's turn to talk. He posed a rhetorical question: "Is there any reason why we 
cannot go see the nafeebii (in-laws)?" 
 
The jatigi (gorgeously arrayed in toubou and hat) went off to make the arrangements. Then 
everyone followed him to the baani, the two-doored hut where official village business is 
handled. There was, my husband said, a marked difference in attitude between the 
suppliants (the groom's contingent) and the family doing the favor. From the bride's family 
were four old men, not including the her biological father —- again avoiding direct contact. 
This time, the jatigi had the snuff and offered it to each of the old men. 
 
Ladji spoke to the jatigi: "We've come to take the bride to get the carte de mariage." The 
jatigi passed the word, and it went on down the line, each person saying, "Have you heard?" 
in strict order, until the word reached the old men. 
 
At this point, Zhye gave a broad hint to my husband to offer a gift. My husband then gave 
2,000 Malien francs (approximately US$2.64) to Ladji, who gave it to the jatigi, who gave it 
to the family of the bride. 2,000 francs was a large amount, and made a very good 
impression. 
 
Then a set answer was given: "Ask us again tomorrow morning." 
 
Everyone returned to their respective households. Later that evening the bride came with 
food, though if she had been too bashful to come no one would have been surprised. The 
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next morning around seven o'clock, the jatigi went off to ask for a meeting. The answer was, 
"We haven't eaten yet." 
 
An hour later they tried again. This time everyone assembled, and 200 francs (approximately 
US$.26) were offered. The question was posed, and the answer finally came. "Yes, the bride 
can go with you to the commandant's." 
 
The groom's party asked for the road ("Yi si wu kuni kan la? 'Will you give us the road?'"). 
But they did not give it immediately as they had to unveil a chicken which had been hidden 
under a basket all this time. It was a gift to my husband. This gift was unusual, and not part 
of the normal tradition, but we have noticed that it is difficult to go anywhere among the 
Supyire and not acquire chickens. 
 
The bride prepared to go while everyone else went back to eat. There were three kinds of tô 
(thick porridge used to dip up sauce) and three kinds of sauce given to both the jatigi and the 
bride's family. My husband was given another chicken. 
 
Eventually Zhye, Alimatu, my husband, and appointed attendants left for Cyerekaha by car. 
Alimatu's baby was left off at a relative's house while Zhye and Alimatu went to the 
commandant's. This is the one chance a prospective bride has to say for herself if she wants 
to be married to this man. Zhye says that sometimes a woman will take this opportunity to 
say no, and at that point, the groom is ready to let her walk home by herself, though of 
course he never would, as that would effectively put a stop to any further communication 
between the two families. However, on this occasion the participants behaved nicely and 
agreed to marriage. At this time the bride is also asked if she agrees to having a cowife in the 
future. All answers are recorded. 
 
After the carte de mariage is obtained, a few days are permitted to pass. Then the father of 
the groom goes to ask for the date of the furu (wedding) itself. He takes one chicken for a 
sauce for the bride's family, and one chicken for the "fathers" of the bride's mother's family. 
These go into the preparation of a large, festive meal with rice. 
 
Unfortunately Zhye's wedding was set for a day when we could not be there, so we were 
unable to observe it. However, the wedding of Ely Sanogo, our research assistant, was held 
on a day when we could attend. 
 
The Wedding 
Following is an account of the furu (wedding) of Ely Sanogo and Sara Jara on April 23, 1982. 
 
A month before the day of the wedding, Ely, the groom, had gone with a male relative to 
Tapyire Deux (the village of the bride's family) to present himself for the first time to his 
prospective in-laws. The bride, Sara, had not spent any time at all in the groom's village, and 
therefore was not the least bit acquainted with him, except for the day when they had gone 
to get the carte de mariage. This visit seemed, from our observation, to be a perfectly 
acceptable alternative to a long pre-marriage residency of the bride in the groom's village, as 
no one thought it strange or unusual. However, I think the latter is more common among 
the rural Supyire. 
 
The morning of the wedding, we drove to Tapyire Deux, which was an hour's drive into the 
bush. With us was Dramane Sanogo, an older relative of the groom, who had the important 
task of distributing 125,000 Malien francs (approximately US$165.00) to the bride's family — 
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the bride price. Already assembled at the village were the bride's blood relatives. From 
Farakala had come male relatives of the groom, mostly of his own age. Significantly, the only 
people who were definitely not invited were the groom himself, and the groom's biological 
father and mother. 
 
We arrived at nine-thirty a.m. and went directly to the house of Narjku Dissa, the jatigi for 
those of us coming from Farakala. He invited us into his vestibule (a hut for receiving 
visitors) where we began with formal greetings, and then showed him the money and the 
gifts. After sitting politely in the vestibule for about half an hour, we returned to the 
courtyard of the jatigi's compound and waited while the sun rose higher and the day grew 
hotter. More visitors from Farakala arrived. We were given a bowl of bouilli (boiled, 
sweetened millet). Nothing else happened for a long time as another wedding was in 
progress for the one other girl who was being married that day from Tapyire Deux. 
 
At one p.m. we were called to the baani for the wedding. We crowded in, along with all of 
the bride's "fathers" and "mothers." The bride herself was noticeably absent, along with her 
biological mother and father. 
 
First of all, the jatigi distributed tobacco to all present. Then the distribution of the bride 
price began, with Dramane Sanogo counting it and handing it to the jatigi, who announced 
the sum and the recipient. It was a tense time for Dramane, as it fell upon him not to forget 
anyone, and to assign appropriate sums to each person. Several times I noticed his hands 
shaking with unaccustomed nervousness. The 125,000 Malien francs (approximately 
US$165.00) which he had brought were distributed as follows: 5,500 were for the village 
chief; 5,000 were for his second-in-command; 5,000 were given collectively for the women 
born into the village but married into another; 4,500 and smaller sums were given to the 
bride's "fathers" (paternal uncles) (I don't know what the criterion was for deciding how 
much each person received); 1,000 were given to her maternal uncles; 1,000 more were 
given to someone else from the maternal line — I don't know who; and 20,000 were 
designated for the bride's biological father. 
 
After the money was distributed, the other required gifts were brought in: 2 calabashes — 
one large and one small; 2 pairs of shoes; 7 panyas (wrap skirts); 1 mat; 1 belt with cowries 
(de rigeur for brides from this village); and 250 kola nuts. 
 
A further 500 francs (approximately US$.64) were given "for wood." In the past, wood was 
gathered for the woman who had circumcised the bride at puberty. If the groom's family did 
not wish to actually gather wood they could give 500 francs instead. (This woman was also 
the one to receive the mat.) 
 
More tobacco was passed around and then began the discussion and ritual criticism of the 
gifts. For example, in this case the belt of cowry shell had been fastened instead of left 
hanging loose. This was unacceptable. However, everyone agreed that 150 francs would 
unfasten it, so that sum was paid. As it turned out, in order to bring the gifts up to the level 
of perfection, 100 francs more were paid for the the calabashes, 150 for the mat, 70 just for 
good measure, and 10 as a sort of fine for each specific problem named. Finally, 100 francs 
were given to keep the door of the vestibule open. That is, in case someone from Farakala 
ever wanted to marry another girl from this village, this would assure them a welcome. 
(Later that afternoon, a sack of sorghum tied in bunches was presented to the male village 
elders. Another of the same was given to the woman who had circumcised the bride.) 
 



 7 

After all the gifts had been seen and discussed, the bride's family demanded to see the man 
she was marrying. This must also be a part of the ritual, that a representative from the 
groom's village stand up as the husband by proxy. Isuf Sanogo stood up amid much laughter. 
 
Benedictions such as "May God marry them" and "May they live in agreement" were 
pronounced on the marriage. Then we all left the baani and returned to the jatigi's for a 
meal. We were told this meal is specifically prohibited to the groom, as it is said that if he 
eats of it, his wife will be sterile. We began to see how his absence from the wedding had 
important implications. 
 
After the meal, it remained for the people from Farakala to offer millet beer to the bride's 
kin group, and to ask for the bride. The men returned to the baani to request that she be 
permitted to accompany us now, as we all wanted to get home before dark. They replied 
that she was having her hair tied. Some of us, who were by this time suffering from fatigue, 
decided to watch this procedure. The most interesting feature of this operation was that 
both brides, whom we hadn't seen up to this point, sat in stoney, sometimes tearful silence 
while everyone else talked, laughed, and generally enjoyed themselves.  
 
The Farakalese, after a lapse of time, asked again that they be permitted to leave. The old 
men replied that now the bride was eating, and couldn't come yet. The third time was 
successful. Sara Jara was called to the baani with the sister who would accompany her to 
Farakala. She came in sobbing uncontrollably, and my husband said that the old men of her 
kin group actually looked as if they pitied her. They made a speech to the people from 
Farakala, saying "Tell her husband to be good to her, and not to beat her. Remember that 
she is our daughter." 
 
We came in suddenly for our share of gifts: we received 200 francs (approximately US$.26) 
because we were driving the bride to the groom 's home, and another chicken. 
 
My husband was anxious to go, not wanting to drive over the rough road in the dark. It was 
six o'clock, however, before we left Tapyire Deux, walking in a long line to the stream where 
we had left the car. The bride and her sister came behind us. She was wearing a panya of 
white, locally spun cotton, the sign of a newly married woman.5 
 
The bride cried the whole way home, and continued, I was told, for several days after. This, 
however, is said to be a good thing. If the bride does not cry, it bodes ill for the marriage, as 
perhaps she likes her husband too much. In the case of Sara Jara I can see why she would 
cry, as she did not know the groom at all, and she was going to a completely unfamiliar 
village.6 
 
Post-Wedding Activities 
Upon arriving in Farakala, my husband drove the bride to the house of her appointed jatigi—
a blood relative who had also been married into Farakala from Tapyire Deux. She spent the 
first night there. The second night she moved to the house of the first wife of the groom's 
uncle. She would live there for three to four weeks to learn, the rudiments of appropriate 
housekeeping^ in Farakala. However, after the third night, she would be available to her 
husband if he should call for her. The sole responsibility of the wife toward her husband at 
this time is to heat bath water and bring it to him morning and evening. She does not, 
however, cook for him or do his laundry until the time when she is given her own kitchen. 
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After a woman has been married, she may receive a new name, given to her by her husband, 
if he is an old man, or by her husband's father if the husband is young. Thus, a bride in 
Farakala is called by her new name, but when she returns to visit in her home village she is 
called by the name given to her as a child. In 1982 we observed three marriages take place 
among people we have come to know as friends. The wives all received new names. 
 
Giving the Kitchen 
There remains one more important event after the wedding to bring the bride up to the 
level of a fully initiated, married woman with married women's rights and status. She must 
be given her own kitchen. This occurs approximately one month after the wedding, during 
which time the bride has lived in the house of one of the husband's female relatives and has 
cooked with her. On the day when her kitchen is given to her, the old women gather and put 
the fireplace stones in place. I regret that I have not yet witnessed one of these ceremonies. 
I have been told that there are a number of religious rites that take place to bring blessing 
and protect the new household. 
 
When the fireplace stones are in place, other articles of the kitchen are given, and the bride 
is given grain to prepare, either by the old men of the husband's kinship group, or by the 
husband, particularly if he is quite old himself. She prepares a meal in the new kitchen and 
invites the elders of the village to eat. A calabash with water in it is left for washing hands, 
and as each person washes, he or she leaves some money in the water.  
 
Once the woman has received her kitchen, her status in the village increases. She is 
permitted to precede all the unmarried women when walking to the fields, and she leaves 
before they do, even though she may be younger. 
 
The following case illustrates the inferior status of a woman not properly married: One 
woman has co-habited without benefit of marriage with a man for nearly ten years, and they 
have two children. Although the man would be happy to pay the bride price and legitimize 
his children, her biological parent are dead and her extended family will not agree to the 
marriage.  
 
The man's older brother shares his compound, and has recently married. The brother's new 
wife has come to this compound and has gone through all the various rites of passage, 
including receiving her own kitchen. Now she, "though much younger, takes precedence 
over the first woman, who continues to cook with someone else, and who always comes last 
in the line of women going to and from the fields. 
 
Generalizations and Summary 
In observing Supyire culture, certain assumptions have begun to emerge in our minds as the 
factors that motivate people, and give a rationale to all that they do. One assumption is that 
consanguineal relations are closer and more binding than affinal relations. The former last 
throughout life and have continuing importance at death. 
 
Another important assumption is that a person must achieve as much status among his 
peers as possible (without creating jealousy). This enters into a man's decision to marry 
several wives, and prevents individuals from stepping too far out of line if such deviation 
would lower their status in the society. 
 
Another important feature of social interaction is a formal, clearly defined etiquette. The 
rules for interaction are learned early by repetition — in greetings, village assemblies, and 
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the signs and symbols which convey meaning and information without words. A person's 
status is carefully observed in the kinds of gifts he is given, the turn in which he speaks or is 
spoken to, the order in which he walks, and the clothes that he wears. In some ways, one 
begins to think that a well-ordered Supyire society should hold no surprises for initiated 
members. Every action, conceivably, has its appointed time, place, and meaning. 
 
In summary, Supyire marriage is not accomplished in a single ceremony, as in the West. It is 
a process, taking years of negotiation and assurances of good faith between two patrilineal 
descent groups. It is a gradual transplantation of a woman from her paternal village, where 
she continues to have strong consanguineal ties, to the village of her husband, where she 
will spend the rest of her life, except for occasional visits to her paternal village, and where 
she will be buried. In this village she will enjoy certain rights and privileges and the status 
accruing to married women, but her ties to her in-laws will never replace the consanguineal 
attachment. She will, as it were, live in two worlds, while her husband lives only in one. 
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Notes 
                                                 
1 A woman who goes to a man without the permission of her family runs a great risk of being 
disowned by everyone, as his family takes no responsibility for her, except through pressure exerted 
on them from her family. The problem is even more serious if she dies, for there is no one to bury her. 
Her children too, are without legitimate rights. 
 
2 Evidence of this is the fact that only married people can be buried in the main cemetery. There is 
another cemetery for unmarried people, regardless of their age. 
 
3 As it turned out, the bride's family wanted to marry one of their girls off quickly, as she was 
pregnant by a lover, and it would have been a shame for her to have the child at home. So she was 
hurried off to the other family's compound with the intention that she would marry the son (the 
father having just acquired a second wife, and it being bad form to marry two women in the same 
year). However, the groom was not committed to making this girl happy, and she preferred her lover, 
so she ran away. 
 
4 Prior to about 1960, a man's descent group would farm collectively for the descent group of a girl 
they wanted to marry one of their own men. All the male tumpyiibii (consanguines) of the nanjiibii 
generation (young men) would go as a group to the village of the future nafeebii (in-laws), and farm 
for them for several days. Often the prospective groom would not yet be known, or even chosen. In 
fact, once the groom was chosen, he was not permitted to be a part of the group going to the village 
of his prospective bride.  

At any one time a particular descent group would have prospective brides in several different villages, 
and the team of farmers would do a circuit, going from one village to another, and not return to their 
home village for up to six weeks at a time. The future nafeebii were expected to provide food and 
drink for the visiting farmers. Farming was done for several years for each bride. 

With the break-down of solidarity within the extended family, and greater isolation of the individual, 
the practice of farming for wives has evolved today into a cash payment. 
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5 The groom was also required to wear a shirt of the same material for several weeks, assign to 
everyone of his new status as a married man. 
 
6 It is perhaps relevant to note that if a wife and husband are seen talking together a lot, and seem to 
enjoy spending time together, it is not considered especially good for the marriage. 
 


