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Demographers studying nuptiality tend to focus on female nuptiality, especially 
when dealing with populations in demographic transition, such as African 
populations. This emphasis is mainly due to the fact that nuptiality is treated as a 
proximate determinant of fertility, conventionally measured among the female 
population. Indeed, matrimonial behavior has a direct impact on female fertility, as it 
determines the number of years spent in conjugal union, hence the exposure to the 
risk of conception. Moreover, the decline in female nuptiality is recognized as a first 
step in the fertility transition, preceding birth control within the marriage (Coale 
1967, 1974; Chesnais 1986; Lesthaeghe 1989).  

However, matrimonial behavior is also linked to reproductive behavior 
indirectly, as an organizer of relationships within couples. The traditional modes of 
couple formation, as observed in many African societies, are largely responsible for 
depriving the spouses of decision-making powers, especially as regards fertility. The 
long, codified marriage processes, initiated and managed by the family authorities, 
mean that couples are not formed on the basis of a project developed by both partners. 
These circumstances thus form an initial obstacle to conjugal partnership. Their 
impact is very often compounded by weak matching (typically, a wide age gap 
between the spouses) and conjugal arrangements (polygamy, incorporation into an 
extended economic unit, etc.) (Locoh 1996). Conversely, when the future partners are 
allowed a major role in forming their union, and when the married couple is granted 
decision-making autonomy, one can assume the spouses will have a powerful 
incentive to set their own fertility goals. 

In other words, if we examine marriage not only as a proximate determinant of 
fertility but also as a social construct, then the emphasis on women in the analysis of 
nuptiality trends is no longer justified. On the contrary, one can invoke theoretical and 
methodological arguments for paying special attention to male matrimonial behavior. 

The theoretical arguments hinge on the central position of men in the socio-
economic, political, and cultural structures of most African societies (Donadjé 1992). 
In patrilinear societies, filiation is defined by the male lineage; the rules of viri- and 
patri-locality establish the circulation of women around male centers of residence; 
and property rights, political rights, and very often religious rights are held by men. In 
these conditions, there is a strong case for assigning a particular significance to 
change if it is driven by the very individuals who act as guarantors of the reproduction 
of the social system: the men. This assumption is all the more valid as some features 
of male matrimonial practices are the mainsprings of the social system and inter-
generational relationships. Lineage controls on the search for wives and polygamy 
may thus be viewed as a basis for the unequal relationships between generations and 
as a mean to perpetuate extended domestic units (Meillassoux 1982). 

The methodological argument is that information gathered from men may 
sometimes be of better quality than information provided by women. This is implied 
by the results of a double data-gathering operation conducted among husbands and 
wives on the modalities of their marriage in a Mali village. Being less involved in 
matrimonial practice, women give a partial view of the process that led to their 
marriage (Hertrich 1997a). Moreover, ages at marriage estimated for men alo seem 
more accurate than those given by women. Indeed, events related to women are 
known to be consistently harder to date because—owing to marriage-induced 
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migrations—many of the women were not born in the villages surveyed, so that the 
time-markers selected for the location are less relevant to them (Pison 1980; Gubry 
1975; Hertrich 1992). 

In this paper, we examine nuptiality changes among males, using field research 
conducted in Mali's Bwa country.1 Marriage will be examined not only as a 
demographic event but also as a social act and the subject of sometimes complex 
procedures that can fail before the union is formed. Accordingly, the men will be 
tracked from the initiation of the first marriage procedure until their first union. We 
will analyze the changes in the formation of their first marriage and in their premarital 
life. We begin with a brief presentation of the population and data used. 

I. POPULATION AND DATA 

1. A fairly traditional population 

The villages studied here are located on the north-west edge of Mali's Bwa 
country, in the cercle [administrative division] of Tominian, some 450 kilometers 
south-east of the capital, Bamako. The closest towns, San and Tominian, are about 30 
kilometers away by dirt tracks. Bwa society displays fairly traditional socio-economic 
features: a low school enrollment rate (less than 10%), weakly developed cash crops 
and trade, and an economy centered on agricultural self-sufficiency and family-based 
production. Another distinctive feature, in a country that is more than 90% Moslem 
(Traore et al. 1989), is that Bwa culture has resisted Islam but has partly adopted 
Christianity, the religion of roughly one-half of the population we surveyed. 

Despite a significant fall in mortality since the mid-1950s,2 Bwa reproductive 
behavior has not changed, and fertility remains high at about eight children per 
woman. There are no signs of the decline in female nuptiality observed in many 
African countries (van de Walle 1996; Lesthaeghe et al. 1989; Westoff 1992) and 
expected in this transition phase (see figure 1 and appendix 1 below): the mean age at 
first marriage of women is stable at about 18 years, the proportion of never-married 
women is negligible, and ends of union are quickly followed by remarriage. On 
average, married life accounts for more than 95% of the total female life span after 
first marriage and more than 85% of the childbearing period (ages 15-49). 

The rise in migrations (particularly of male migration) has partly checked the 
natural rate of increase in the population, reducing it from 3.2% to 2.6% a year in the 
period 1976-88. Other effects of migration have been to introduce a new dynamics in 
men's biographies, to alter their experience of family life, and to expose them to other 

                                                           
1 See the author's doctoral dissertation (Hertrich 1994) and the published version (Hertrich 1996a) for 
more details on marriage-related issues and a discussion of other aspects of demographic and family 
change in this population. 
2 The risk of death before the age of five has been halved to 250‰ for the 1983-87 generations. 
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behavioral models.3 In every respect, migration is a key factor of change in Bwa 
society. 

2. Recording marriage behaviors 

Several surveys were conducted in this population in order to identify the 
family changes preceding the adoption of new reproductive behaviors. Nuptiality 
information was mainly gathered from an exhaustive biographical survey in two 
villages, Sirao and Kwara, with a population of about 600 each. The survey was 
carried out in 1987-89 and covered resident men and women as well as male 
emigrants belonging to the patrilineages represented in the villages. 

For a fuller documentation on first marriages and union formation, the accounts 
of union history were complemented, in one of the villages (Kwara), by a detailed 
registration of marriage procedures initiated with a spinster,4 regardless of whether 
those procedures led to marriage or were broken off before a union was contracted. 
This additional investigation, therefore, records "potential marriages."5 

Specific questions were asked regarding the various stages of the marriage 
process:6 

- the union decision: the initiative to form a union and the granting of formal 
consent by the future bride's family, a gesture that marks the official start of a 
traditional procedure; 

- bridewealth, both traditional (laboring the fields of the girl's parents, grain 
offerings) and modern (cash presents or indirect money presents through the purchase 
of millet beer from the girl's parents at a high price); 

- the premarital transition period—referred to here as the "entrustment" 
period—in which the girl is placed in the care of a family designated by the family of 
her future husband; 

- the duration of the procedure; 

                                                           
3 Nine out of ten men surveyed have already resided outside the Bwa country in the 25-29 age group, 
versus only five out of ten in the 65+ group. 
4 Female remarriages are generally contracted on the initiative of the partners-to-be and receive no 
formal social recognition. Accordingly, there was no survey question on the marriage process for 
remarriages. 
5 It should be noted, however, that among the interrupted procedures only the planned unions 
formalized by the consent of the prospective bride's family were included in the data base. 
6 Another, less cumbersome solution would have been to apply predefined categories—distinguishing, 
for example, "customary marriages" from "free unions" or "consensual unions"—as is done in most 
surveys that classify the union type (see, for example, Donadjé 1992; Locoh 1994; United Nations 
1988; van de Walle 1968, 1971; Quesnel and Vimard 1988). This approach, however, does not enable 
us to track the more imperceptibles shifts in matrimonial controls and is often inappropriate to the 
society studied. To my knowledge, two demographers have examined the types of union by taking into 
consideration local marriage practices: Isiugo-Abanihe (1987, 1994, 1995) and Pilon (1994). An 
attempt to register certain stages of marriage processes has also been made in the EMF survey in Côte 
d'Ivoire (van de Walle and Meekers 1994; Meekers 1992). 
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- the social recognition of the union: wedding celebration in the village, legal 
marriage, religious wedding. 

This information is added to the event variables and the characteristics of the 
spouses, which are recorded for all marriages: union rank, marital status at time of 
marriage, religion at time of union, number of husband's spouses at start of union, 
outcome of union, date of marriage, and date of end of union. 

Interviews were conducted in my personal hut to avoid outside disturbances and 
interference. The arrangement also signaled that the information gathered would 
remain confidential: this improved the quality of the exchanges. 

The details of marriage processes were recorded in a single village and thus 
comprise a small number of observations (117 married men surveyed), limiting the 
accuracy of the results. However, the observations were exhaustive for the village 
concerned. And the institutional changes in marriage will be identified on the basis of 
indicator convergence rather than of the statistical validity of the results.  

II. FIRST MARRIAGE 

1. Earlier first marriages for men 

While no nuptiality transition is observed among women, on the male side we 
find a decrease in the age at first marriage (figure 1 and appendix 1). The mean age at 
first marriage fell by about two and a half years between the older and the younger 
generations, while the proportion of never-married men remained negligible. The 
break in the trend for men aged 35-39 at the time of the survey reflects the 
disturbance caused by the 1973-74 drought on the marriage itinerary of the 
generations that had reached marriage age. This disturbance left its mark on all 
components of nuptial practice of these generations, including premarital itinerary, 
marriage procedure, age at marriage, spouse matching, and polygamy (Delaunay and 
Hertrich 1996). We will therefore have to disregard this short-term disturbance to 
assess the long-term trends in marriage. 

At first glance, one might conclude that the fall in men's mean age at first 
marriage, as calculated from the biographies of village residents, is a fallacious result 
due to the fact that bachelors are more likely to emigrate and are therefore under-
represented among younger-generation residents. This conclusion is disproved, 
however, by the calculation of the indicators including the biographies of male 
emigrants from the patrilineages represented:7 we find the same trend (figure 1, 
appendix 1). Moreover, the fall in the age at first marriage is not confined to the 
young generations but began in the older generations. Another possible source of bias 
is the uncertainty over ages at marriage, which are determined by subtracting 
estimated years of marriage from estimated years of birth. A tendency to overstating 

                                                           
7 These emigrants consist of men from the patrilineages represented in the villages (and identified by a 
genealogical survey) who left the village less than ten years before the survey. Only the lineages 
covered by the emigrant survey (which account for 81% of the resident population) are discussed here. 
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the ages of the oldest men, combined with a correct estimation of the date of their 
marriage, would produce the expected bias. We cannot rule out such a bias, especially 
as the fall in the age at marriage is most pronounced among the generations aged 40 
and over, i.e., the generations that have least benefited from improvements in dating 
methods (Hertrich 1992). Given its spread and scale, however, the observed change 
was probably amplified rather than generated by this particular factor. But the decline 
in the age at first marriage is also corroborated by the changes in spouse matching and 
the end-of-union patterns. 

 

Figure 1 
Mean age at first marriage by sex and age group at time of survey and difference in age at first 

marriage between sexes 
 

202530354045505560657075
15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

Males

Females

Age in survey

Mean age at first mariage (years)

*

*

*

* estimate

**residents

residents
+ emigrant

s

 

202530354045505560657075
2

3
4

5
6
7

Age in survey

Difference in age at first marriage between sexes

 
Source : biographical survey, villages of Sirao and Kwara 

 

2. Age at marriage and spouse matching 

In Bwa society, where girls' first marriages are controlled by their lineages, the 
fall in the male age at first marriage may be linked to either of two mechanisms: (1) a 
more frequent recruitment of men's first spouses among the more easily available 
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categories of women, i.e., widows and divorcées; (2) an easing of restrictions on 
access to young women. 

The distribution of first wives by marital status (table 1) clearly shows that the 
first possible mechanism does not apply. Far from increasing in frequency, marriages 
of bachelors to ever-married women have become rarer. Bwa men no longer begin 
their conjugal life with widows "inherited" typically under levirate customs. The 
prevailing pattern today is marriage between bachelors and spinsters: these now 
account for nine out of ten first marriages for men aged 25-29 versus six out of ten 
among men aged 65 and over. This increase, coupled with the narrowing of the age-
at-marriage gap between the sexes (figure 1), indicates a shift in spouse-matching 
patterns that can have a positive effect on relationships between spouses: men of the 
younger generations are marrying earlier, their ages at marriage are converging 
toward their partners' ages, and they are more frequently marrying women who have 
also never been married before. In sum, spouses are more often entering married life 
"in step." 

 
Table 1 

Distribution (%) of men's first wives by marital status at the time of marriage and by men's age 
in survey 

 
Wife's marital  Age in survey year (in years) 

status 65+ 50-64 40-49 35-39 30-34 25-29 
Spinster 62 77 78 72 77 89 
Divorcée 22 15 20 28 23 11 
Widowa 16 8 2 0 0 0 
Total 
Number of individuals 

100 
32 

100 
39 

100 
51 

100 
25 

100 
31 

100 
36 

a. Levirate in 78% of cases. 
Source: biographical survey of residents of Sirao and Kwara 

 

The ever-earlier and more frequent access of men to never-married women is 
certainly related to the loosening of traditional matrimonial controls. The components 
of this change can be seen from an analysis of premarital procedures. 

3. Family controls on union formation: marriage procedures 

Among the Bwa, female first marriages are, as a rule, contracted at the end of a 
codified procedure lasting several years. The procedure is formally initiated by the 
consent of the girl's family, requested by the young man's lineage and transmitted by a 
mediator. Once the consent has been granted, the girl's family receives annual 
installments of bridewealth in the form of farm labor, grain, and—nowadays—cash. 
The engagement period ends in a symbolic "abduction," after which the girl is 
entrusted to a family with kinship or friendship ties to the future bridegroom's family 
until the wedding ceremony. The latter event seals the union and honors the new bride 
in her husband's village. It also marks the start of conjugal cohabitation. 

The traditional Bwa marriage is, above all, a collective undertaking in which the 
betrothed are passive. It is a "family affair," as the marriage is arranged and managed 
by the lineage: brides are sought for the men, and girls are given in marriage. 
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Marriage is also a "social affair" in that the community is involved as well. 
Community participation includes the brokerage of inter-lineage relations by a male 
member of a caste; farming brideservice rendered by village youths; the hosting of the 
future spouse by a related or friendly family; and the officialization of the union and 
integration of the spouse achieved through the village ceremony. 

This formalization is still broadly in effect, but the various components of the 
process have undergone changes that indicate a shift in nuptial demands and redefine 
the role of the betrothed and their families in union formation. 

To deal with a homogeneous group, we have confined our analysis to marriages 
between bachelors and spinsters. 

a. A greater involvement of future spouses in the choice of partner 

The union-decision statistics clearly show the growing involvement of future 
spouses in choosing their partners (table 2). Increasingly, the union initiative8 

originates with the bridegroom himself or his close relatives (father, mother, brother, 
or paternal grandfather): eight out of ten marriages originated from one of these two 
sources in the years 1970-89, compared with six out of ten previously. The 
intervention of distant relatives has become less frequent, and initiatives by the girl's 
family have ceased in the recent period. 

The increasing involvement of individuals in the decision of their marriage is 
also evident from the statistics on interventions by brides' families. Although they still 
represent a minority, the percentage of abductions without the prior consent of the 
girl's family jumped from 6% before 1970 to 20% in 1970-89. In many cases, these 
are in fact voluntary elopements against the wishes of the girl's family. 

Family intervention is still the rule, however, even for the most apparently 
unconventional unions. It is very unusual for a man to pursue his marriage initiative 
without involving his family, and very often the family will take control of the 
initiative by implementing a classic procedure: out of ten marriages initiated by men, 
nine were submitted by the future bridegrooms to their lineages for approval, and 
seven gave rise to a procedure with the consent of the girl's family. Likewise, a young 
girl abducted without her family's prior consent does not automatically begin her 
conjugal life in disagreement with her family. Negotiations and a reconciliation are 
always undertaken after the abduction, and unions are rarely formed without an 
eventual agreement: we recorded only one such case among men's marriages. 

In sum, it would be wrong to speak of families having been excluded from the 
decision-making process. It would be more accurate to speak of a growing trend 
toward consent between generations—a framework within which the family 
authorities agree to approve the choices of the prospective spouses by implementing 
standard nuptial procedures. 

 

                                                           
8 The union initiative was documented among men by asking them the question "who chose this 
woman as your bride-to-be?" 
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Table 2 
Marriage decision-making among never-married persons: initiative and mode of access to bride 

 
Indicators Marriage period 

 Before 
1970 

Since 1970 Total 

Initiative of union  
(kinship between initiator and bridegroom): 

   

Self 32 47 41 
Close relatives (father, mother, brother, father's father) 31 37 35 
Other degree of kinship reported with bridegroom 24 16 19 
Other degree of kinship reported with bride 10 0 4 
No kinship 3 0 1 
 100 100 100 

Access to bride    
Consent of bride's family 94 80 86 
Abduction (without prior consent) 6 

100 
20 

100 
14 

100 
Proportion (%) of partner-initiated marriages for which 
the bridegroom's family was consulted before the start of 
the procedure 
 

 
90 

 
92 

 
91 

Proportion (%) of partner-initiated marriages for which 
the bride's family was consulted before the start of the 
procedure 
 

90 66 74 

Number of marriages 32 51 83 
Source: biographical survey, Kwara, marriages between bachelors and spinsters, marriages 
by men surveyed 

 

b. Toward the privatization of procedures 

This redistribution of matrimonial prerogatives seems to coincide with a move 
toward the privatization of nuptial procedures. One of the first signs of this is greater 
frequency of union initiatives launched by the prospective bridegroom and his close 
relatives. Another sign is the location of the fiancée's residence during the prenuptial 
"entrustment" period (table 3): the share of patrilinear locations has risen to more than 
half of the total in 1970-89 from one-quarter previously, at the expense of all the 
extra-lineage locations, including related families, friends' families, or Christian 
institutions (which have adopted local practices by setting up temporary homes for 
fiancées). 

Community authorities, however, are still involved in recognizing most unions. 
First, male members of specific castes (blacksmiths and griots) are still used in 
slightly more than half the cases studied to formalize the procedure and mediate 
between the two parties to the union (table 3). Second, while they have ceased to be 
routinely performed, village marriage ceremonies—which officialize the union for the 
local community—were held in eight out of ten cases in 1970-89 (table 3). Third, we 
note the persistence of traditional brideservice, consisting of labor on farmland 
belonging to the fiancée's family (see below): this service is performed by village 
youths as part of mutual assistance practices. 

 10



Table 3 
Mediation and social recognition of union 

 
Indicators Marriage period 

 Before 1970 Since 1970 Total 
Distribution (%) of marriages by mediator identity:    
 - male member of caste 
 - member of bridegroom's patrilineage or bridegroom himself 
 - other 

55 
38 

7 
100 

56 
29 
15 

100 

56 
32 
12 

100 
Proportion (%) of marriages with entrustment 
 

100 90 94 

Distribution (%) of marriages by place of entrustment 
 - family of  bridegroom's patrilineage 
 - Christian mission 
 - related or friends' family 

 
25 
25 
50 

100 

 
56 

9 
35 

100 

 
44 
15 
41 

100 
Proportion (%) of celebrated marriages 100 82 89 
Source: biographical survey, Kwara, marriages between bachelors and spinsters, marriages by men surveyed 

 

c. A moderate revision of the bridewealth system 

As in most African societies, money has entered the Bwa bridewealth system. It 
circulates in two ways: direct cash presents and the purchase of large quantities of 
millet beer from the fiancée's family. These arrangements are found in three out of 
five marriages in the 1970-89 period, as against one in five before 1970 (table 4). 
However, direct cash payments average a modest 6,000 CFA francs, the largest sum 
recorded being 22,000 CFA francs. In the still fairly infrequent instances of millet-
beer purchases, the average is higher—approximately 13,000 CFA francs—but the 
maximum amount is comparable to the largest cash offering. These sums are not 
insignificant in the context studied, but they are affordable to the average farmer. At 
all events, they are vastly inferior to the bridewealth recorded in other African 
populations, which can reach several hundred thousand CFA francs.9 It would thus be 
improper to speak of an inflationary trend or a reassertion of family authority in 
nuptial manners through bridewealth demands. Our conclusion is corroborated by the 
breakdown of bridewealth by recipient. According to the data gathered from women, 
three out of four bridewealth arrangements benefit the fiancée, not her family. In other 
words, these new services are one of the signs of recognition of the woman's greater 
role in nuptial procedures. 

The new forms of bridewealth have not replaced the traditional ones. The 
frequency of marriages involving grain presents has remained stable, and the 
frequency of procedures involving farm labor has actually risen. But this persistence 
has gone hand in hand with the elimination of long-term farm-labor services and the 
widespread adoption of one-year brideservice (table 4). The average number of years 
of farm labor was thus practically halved between the pre-1970 period and 1970-89. 
Together with the absence of a monetary escalation, the farm-labor trend indicates a 

                                                           
9 See, for example, Enel et al. 1994; Guigou 1992; Isiugo-Abanihe 1987, 1994, 1995; Locoh 1994; 
Nagashima 1987. 
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reduction in family matrimonial demands, particularly as regards giving daughters 
away. 

Table 4 
Traditional and modern bridewealth 

 
Indicators Marriage period 

 Before 1970 Since 1970 Total 
Traditional bridewealth    
Distribution (%) of marriages by years of farm labor 
 0 
 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 and more 

 
44 
13 
19 

6 
18 

 
37 
41 
14 

6 
2 

 
40 
30 
15 

6 
9 

 Average number of years of farm labor 1.6 0.9 1.2 
Proportion (%) of marriages with grain present 
Proportion (%) of marriages with farm labor and/or grain present 

59 
69 

 

57 
69 

58 
69 

New forms of bridewealth    
Proportion (%) of marriages with direct cash present 22 61 46 
Proportion (%) of marriages with purchase of millet beer 10 20 16 
Proportion (%) of marriages with direct cash present and/or 
purchase of millet beer 

22 63 47 

Number of marriages 32 51 83 
Source: biographical survey, Kwara, marriages between bachelors and spinsters, marriages by men surveyed 

 

d. Shorter procedures 

This greater flexibility is also reflected in the duration of marriage procedures, 
which has shortened considerably (table 5): the average waiting period before 
obtaining a bride has fallen by one-third. Long-term processes (three years or more) 
accounted for three-fifths of the total before 1970. In the period 1970-89, the 
proportion shrank to one-fifth. Most procedures now last one or two years, 
disregarding unions that circumvent the request for the consent of the bride's family. 

Table 5 
Duration of process 

 
Indicators Marriage period 

 Before 1970 Since 1970 Total 
Distribution (%) of marriages by process duration 
 no process with initial consent of girl's family 
 less than 1 year 
 1 year 
 2 years 
 3 years 
 4 years and more 

 
6 

12 
7 

16 
21 
38 

 
20 
10 
21 
18 
14 

7 

 
14 
11 
16 
17 
17 
25 

Average duration for: 
 all marriages 
 procedures initiated with consent of girl's family 

 
3.0 
3.2 

 
2.0 
2.5 

 
2.4 
2.8 

Number of marriages 32 51 83 
Source: biographical survey, Kwara, marriages between bachelors and spinsters, marriages by men surveyed 
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The changes in marriage procedures reflect the mechanisms at work in the 
decrease in male age at marriage. Formal procedures are becoming quicker and more 
flexible, allowing earlier access to brides. The relationship is not only automatic: the 
changes in the timing of entry into marriage, in marriage procedures, and in spouse-
matching all illustrate the same trend toward weaker community controls. But the 
changes in the marriage sphere are taking place peacefully: they include the 
recognition of the role of each partner in choosing his or her mate, inter-generational 
cooperation, and a reduction in families' marriage demands. The peaceful nature of 
these changes is attested by the low proportion of marriages contracted outside the 
conventional framework. 

III. PREMARITAL LIFE 

Thus far, we have examined premarital processes. However, not all marriage 
procedures end in marriage. Our survey recorded the unsuccessful procedures as well 
as those that led to marriage. This gives us a broader perspective for assessing the 
entry into union and the trends in family control. We can do this in two ways: first, by 
estimating the risk of interrupted procedures; second, by exploring men's premarital 
life from the start of their first procedure to their first marriage. 

Our analysis will focus on procedures that began with the consent of the 
prospective bride's family, were undertaken when the man was a bachelor, and were 
reported by ever-married men aged 25 and over at the time of the survey.10 

1. Broken-off procedures 

a. Characteristics do not differ greatly from those of procedures ending in marriage 

Broken-off procedures turn out to be very frequent: we found four for every six 
that ended in marriage. Contrary to what one might logically have assumed, the 
failures are not due to defective protocols or to acts of protest by the betrothed. 

In reality, their characteristics scarcely differ from the successful procedures: 
the proportion of individual initiatives is just as high, most of the procedures involved 
bridewealth, and their durations are comparable to those of procedures ending in 
marriage, despite the fact that only one-fifth of the failed procedures lasted up to the 
entrustment period (table 6). Uncertainty, therefore, looms over all procedures. Even 

                                                           
10 As virtually all Bwa men are married by age 25, this restriction eliminates the risk of selective bias 
on completed procedures that exists for the younger generations when we only record procedures 
undertaken by ever-married men. The marriage procedures recorded concern 104 ever-married men 
aged 25 and over. 
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if the bride has been betrothed for several years and bridewealth has been given, the 
marriage is not sure to happen. Moreover, the risk of a break does not decline with the 
length of the process. Regardless of whether the procedure has been under way for 
one, two, three, or four years, the man is exposed to an identical, sizable risk—on the 
order of 20-25%—that the engagement will be broken off in the following two years 
(table 7). 

Table 6 
Comparison of marriage procedures by outcome (break-off or marriage) 

 
Procedure characteristics Outcome of procedure: 

 Marriage Break-off 
Initiated by the partners 33% 37% 
No bridewealth 14% 22% 
Farm labor 

Farm labor performed 
Average number of years of labor 

 
68% 

1.6 years 

 
42% 

0.6 years 
Grain present 68% 60% 
Cash present 46% 50% 
Purchase of millet beer 20% 9% 
Entrustment of future bride 97% 22% 
Average duration of procedure 3.2 years 2.9 years 
Individuals 69 50 
Source: biographical survey, Kwara, procedures initiated between bachelors and spinsters 
and commencing with consent of girl's family, men's procedures 

 

Table 7 
Probability of break-off or marriage in following two years, by time since start of procedure 

 
Time x since  

start of procedure 
Percentage (%) of ongoing procedures at time x 

having ended, in the following two years, in: 
(in years) marriage break-off 

0.5 20 17 
1.5 31 24 
2.5 38 23 
3.5 49 21 
4.5 44 24 

Source: biographical survey, Kwara, procedures initiated between 
bachelors and spinsters and commencing with consent of girl's family, 
men's procedures 

 

Furthermore, the decision to break off is not always taken by one of the 
betrothed11 (table 8). In one-fourth of all cases, the break is attributed to family-
related causes, and in one-fifth of all cases to other reasons, notably migration. Even 

                                                           
11The survey recorded the cause of the break by posing an open-ended question. The information was 
gathered for 42 of the 50 interrupted procedures (initiated when the man was a bachelor) documented 
among the men surveyed. The causes were subsequently classified into three categories: (1) family-
related causes (conflict between the two families, withdrawal of the fiancée by her family, inadequate 
bridewealth, etc.); (2) causes involving one of the betrothed, principally the fiancée (abduction of the 
girl by another man, girl's refusal because of a marriage contracted by the man after the engagement, 
refusal due to the religion of the prospective spouse, girl pregnant by another man, girl's claim that she 
never wanted this marriage, etc.); (3) causes not arising from individual initiatives: the most frequent 
kind being migration. 
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in family-initiated  procedures, the breaks instigated by one of the betrothed account 
for just over half the total; reciprocally, the breaks decided by families are barely 
more frequent in cases where the fiancée has been chosen by her partner (or vice 
versa).12 Once again, the data show that the Bwa pattern cannot be explained in terms 
of a conflict between the demands of the betrothed and those of their families. 
However, family-initiated breaks occur earlier than those initiated by the betrothed, 
before the institutionalization of the relationship through regular exchanges makes its 
break-off socially awkward. 

b. Less frequent but quicker breaks 

The pattern in break-offs also runs counter to the uptrend one would logically 
expect in a context of redefined nuptial practices (table 9). The procedures are 
becoming less fragile, with break-offs down to 36% of initiated procedures in 1970-
89 from 47% earlier. This trend should probably be seen as another sign—in addition 
to the earlier-mentioned pattern in successful procedures—of the ever-greater 
involvement of prospective spouses in the marriage decision; it is also indicative of 
the closer cooperation between families and the future couple. The challenges by the 
betrothed to their families' decisions and, reciprocally, the refusal of families to accept 
their offspring's decisions decrease when both sides are involved in the marriage 
project. When supported by all parties, the project is all the more likely to succeed. 

Table 8 
Distribution of broken-off processes by cause of break-off 

 
 Initiator of break (%) 

Procedure characteristics Families Fiancé or 
fiancée 

Other causes 
(migration) 

Total (number of 
observations) 

Total 26 52 22 12 100 42 
By period 
- before 1970 
- 1970-89 

 
33 
13 

 
52 
53 

 
14 
33 

 
7 

20 

 
100 
100 

 
27 
15 

By initiator of procedure 
- future spouse 
- other 

 
36 
32 

 
50 
43 

 
14 
25 

 
14 
11 

 
100 
100 

 
14 
28 

By duration of procedure 
- less than 3 years 
- 3 years and more 

 
35 
16 

 
48 
58 

 
17 
26 

 
9 

16 

 
100 
100 

 
23 
19 

Source: biographical survey, Kwara, procedures initiated between bachelors and spinsters and 
commencing with consent of girl's family, men's procedures 

 

However, like the procedures that end in marriage, the procedures that fail do so 
more quickly (table 9): in other words, less time is being spent on nuptial matters. 
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Table 9 
Probability of break-off of process by starting-date and median duration of process 

 
Indicators Period 

 Before 1970 After 1970 Total 
Probability of break-off (%) 47 36 43 
Median duration    

- break-off table 5.1 3.8 4.9 
- nuptiality table 4.5 2.8 3.8 

Number of individuals 76 45 121 
Source: biographical survey, Kwara, procedures initiated between bachelors and spinsters and commencing 
with consent of girl's family, men's procedures 

 

2. Premarital itineraries  

The analysis of marriage procedures indicates the existence of a period in life 
that, while it predates the entry into marriage, is driven by a powerful matrimonial 
dynamics: not only is the marriage often prepared several years in advance but many 
procedures fail. We will try to describe this premarital period, which runs from the 
start of the first procedure to the first marriage, and we will attempt to identify the 
changes occurring in it. For this purpose, given the small size of our sample, we will 
confine ourselves to a distinction between three generational groups: men aged 55 and 
over, 40-54, and 25-34 at the time of the survey. We have excluded men aged 35-39 
because their personal histories were disrupted by the drought of the 1970s and are 
therefore atypical (Delaunay and Hertrich 1996). 

a. Complex itineraries 

The itineraries of Bwa men before first marriage are diverse and sometimes 
complex. Some begin their married life without having undertaken any engagement 
procedures, by marrying a widow or divorcee, or by abducting a spinster. Others may 
conduct several procedures with different women simultaneously. Moreover, a man's 
first marriage does not necessarily imply the end of his marriage processes. Union 
projects initiated in bachelorhood can end—in a break-off or polygamous marriage—
after the first marriage, and new procedures may be launched. Many scenarios are 
possible depending on these various parameters. 

Indeed, the calculation of simple indicators on the occurrence of procedures 
undertaken and broken off per individual is enough to show that the male premarital 
period does not fit into a single set pattern (table 10). Most men (85%) have initiated 
at least one procedure, but only six out of ten have seen the procedure end in their 
first marriage. One-fourth of bachelors have conducted several procedures, and nearly 
one-half of this sub-group have done so simultaneously. At the start of the year of 
first marriage, more than one man in five is engaged in a procedure other than the one 
that may tie him to his first wife. Lastly, one-third of Bwa males have experienced a 
break-off before getting married. Before they even begin their conjugal life, many 
males have thus already been exposed—in their projects—to phenomena equivalent 
to those that will mark their matrimonial itinerary: divorce and polygamy. 
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Table 10 
Occurrence of marriage procedures for men, by age group at time of survey 

 
Indicator Age in survey year (in years) 

 55+ 40-54 35-
39 

25-34 Total 

Distribution (%) of men by number of procedures      
     0 
     1 
     2 
     3-4 

27 
54 
19 

0 

6 
56 
29 

9 

- 
- 
- 
- 

15 
73 

9 
3 

15 
62 
17 

6 
     Total 100 100  100 100 
Average number of procedures per man 

- Total 
- Completed 
- Broken off 

 
0.9 
0.6 
0.3 

 
1.4 
0.7 
0.7 

 
- 
- 
- 

 
1.0 
0.7 
0.3 

 
1.2 
0.7 
0.5 

Proportion (%) of men having undertaken simultaneous 
procedures, measured against: 
 - total 
 - men having undertaken at least two procedures 

8 
40 

16 
42 

- 
- 

9 
75 

11 
46 

Proportion (%) of men with one ongoing procedure at start of 
year of first marriage* 

15 16 - 21 17 

Proportion (%) of men having experienced at least one 
broken-off procedure before their first marriage 

23 47 - 15 31 

Proportion (%) of men having experienced at least one 
successful marriage procedure 

58 69 - 67 64 

Numbers:   - men 
 - processes 
 - successful 
 - broken-off 

26 
24 
16 

8 

32 
46 
23 
23 

13 
18 

8 
10 

33 
33 
22 
11 

104 
121 

69 
52 

*Excluding procedure having led to first marriage. 
Source: biographical survey, Kwara, procedures undertaken before their first marriages by men surveyed 

 

The complexity in the number, outcome, and timing of procedures makes it hard 
to establish a typology. However, we can adequately illustrate the diversity of 
itineraries through a simple cross-classification of the outcome of the first process 
undertaken and the modalities of the first marriage (table 11). 

As one might expect, the most common situation is that of the man whose first 
procedure leads to his first marriage; however, it applies to fewer than half of the men 
interviewed (45%). Almost as many men (39%) have undertaken procedures of which 
the first has not resulted in first marriage. One-third of them have entered into their 
first marriage after a later procedure (sometimes initiated before the interruption of 
the first), and have married after the break-off of the first procedure. The remaining 
two-thirds of men whose first procedure did not lead to first marriage display more 
diverse itineraries: six out of ten waited for the first procedure to fail before marrying; 
two out of ten married before the first procedure failed; and two out of ten eventually 
married their first fiancée but after marrying another woman. In most cases (three out 
of four) the men in this category contracted a first marriage to an ever-married woman 
(divorcée or widow). A final group of 15% of the men surveyed state they never 
undertook any procedure before their first marriage. They are more frequently found 
in the older generations, but this may reflect a tendency by older men not to report 
broken-off procedures. 
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Table 11 
Distribution (%) of men by type of premarital itinerary and age group at time of survey 

 
Type of premarital Age in survey year (in years) 

itinerary 55+ 40-54 35-
39 

25-34 Total 

First procedure ended in first marriage 
(and man undertook only one procedure before his marriage) 

38 
(35) 

41 
(34) 

- 
- 

61 
(55) 

45 
(40) 

First procedure did not end in first marriage, which resulted 
from a later procedure 

15 25 - 3 14 

(and first procedure broken off before year of first marriage) (12) (22) - (3) (13) 
First procedure did not end in first marriage, which did not 
result from a procedure 
(and the first procedure 
 - was broken off before year of first marriage 
 - was broken off later 
 - led to a subsequent marriage 

 
19 

 
(8) 
(8) 
(3) 

 
28 

 
(22) 

(3) 
(3) 

 
- 
 
- 
- 
- 

 
21 

 
(12) 

(6) 
(3) 

 
25 

 
(16) 

(5) 
(4) 

No procedure undertaken 27 6  15 15 
Total 100 100  100 100 
Numbers 26 32 13 33 104 
Source: biographical survey, Kwara, ever-married men 

 

b. Differences in premarital histories 

Premarital life typically begins toward the age of 19 (on average, at 18.8 years) 
and ends almost four years later with a first marriage (at a mean age of 22.6 years). 
But only a part of the premarital period (1.7 years) is actually dedicated to preparing 
the first marriage (table 12). More than half of the premarital period (55%) is thus 
unproductive, as it is spend on failed procedures and—presumably—in idle spells. 

 
Table 12 

Time spent by men before marriage, by itinerary 
 

 Man's premarital itinerary 
Indicators 
(in years) 

First procedure led 
to first marriage 

First procedure did 
not lead to first 

marriage 

No procedure 
undertaken 

Total 

Age at time of event 
At first procedure (a)  17.3  18.8 
At procedure having led to first 
marriage (b) 

18.2 22.7 24.7 20.9 

At first marriage (c) 21.2 23.3  22.6 
Duration of spells 
Premarital life (d = c—a)  3.0 6.0 0 3.8 
Of procedure having led to first 
marriage (e = c—b) 

3.0 0.6 0 1.7 

Proportion (%) of premarital life 
dedicated to first marriage (f = e/d) 

 
100 

 
10 

 
— 

 
45 

Numbers 47 39 16 102 
Source: biographical survey, Kwara, ever-married men aged 25 and over 
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Premarital histories vary widely according to the individual itinerary, not only 
in terms of the duration of the premarital period but also in terms of the age at first 
procedure and age at first marriage (figure 2, table 12). Men whose first procedure has 
not resulted in first marriage are characterized by three distinct features: early first 
engagement (before age 15 for one-third of the group), long premarital life (six years 
on average), and the small share of time (barely 10%) invested in their first marriage. 
Paradoxically, the men who have not undertaken any procedure are characterized by 
the latest entry into marriage. Between the two extremes, the gap in the mean age at 
first marriage reaches three and a half years. 

c) A pathbreaking group? 

Most of the premarital indicators do not display a smooth profile across the 
generations. The number of procedures initiated (successful or not), the age at the 
start of premarital life, and the duration of the premarital period do not follow any 
clearcut trend. 

Beyond the general indicators, we can discern a change, but within a specific 
category of men: those whose first procedure has resulted in first marriage. In all the 
generations studied, these men have consistently married younger (table 13). It is in 
this group that the age at marriage is falling, and substantially so: we find a 3.5-year 
gap between the oldest and youngest generations in the group, whereas no such trend 
is perceptible in the other categories (table 13). This "successful" group also 
comprises a growing share of the male population—61% of the 25-34s as against 38% 
of men aged 55 and over (table 11). 

Table 13 
Premarital history of men by age group at time of survey. Mean age at start of first procedure, at 

start of procedure leading to marriage, and at first marriage 
 

Premarital Age in survey year (in years) 
history 55+ 40-54 35-39 25-34  

All men 
Age at first procedure* (a) 19.9 18.2  - 18.5 
Age at procedure preceding first marriage* (b) 21.5 21.0 - 19.3 
Age at first marriage (c) 23.6 22.4 - 21.1 
Duration of premarital life (d = c—a) 
Number of individuals 

3.7 
25 

4.2 
31 

- 2.6 
33 

Men whose first procedure led to first marriage 
Age at first procedure (a) 18.3 19.2 - 17.0 
Age at first marriage (b) 23.2 21.4 - 19.7 
Duration of premarital life (d = c—a) 
Number of individuals 

4.9 
      10 

2.2 
      13 

- 2.7 
20 

Others** 
Age at first procedure (a) 20.9 17.4 - 21.0 
Age at procedure preceding first marriage (b) 23.7 22.3 - 22.9 
Age at first marriage (c) 23.9 23.1 - 23.2 
Duration of premarital life (d = c—a) 
Number of individuals 

3.0 
 15 

5.7 
18 

- 2.2 
13 

*Or, if no procedure undertaken, age at first marriage. 
**Men having undertaken no procedure prior to first marriage + men whose first procedure did 
not lead to first marriage. 
Source: biographical survey, Kwara, ever-married men 
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Figure 2 
Time spent by men before marriage, by itinerary 

Proportion (%) of men not having experienced the following events, by age: first marriage, start of first 
procedure, start of procedure having led to first marriage 

(biographical survey, Kwara, ever-married men aged 25 and over) 
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1: start of premarital period (start of first procedure or—in absence thereof—start of first 
marriage) 

Men whose first marriage led to first 
marriage Total 

Men whose first procedure did not lead to first 
marriage 

Men who did not undertake marriage 
procedure 

2: start of process leading to first marriage or—in absence thereof—start of first marriage 
3: first marriage 

 

We can thus identify a group of men who, because of their earlier entry into 
union, their ever-greater representativeness, and the sizable fall in their age at 
marriage, are becoming an engine of change in nuptiality patterns. 
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The fact that a growing number of men are starting their conjugal life with the 
woman to whom they were first engaged suggests the emergence of a new approach 
to "finding a female partner"—an approach where the nuptial investment is focused 
on one woman, more freely chosen and more frequently wedded. If this is so, we can 
expect that the relations between spouses within the marriage itself will be 
transformed as well. 

Conclusion 

Among the Bwa studied here, the changes in nuptiality are not the ones 
expected by the demographer: the decline in female nuptiality predicted by the 
demographic-transition model is not taking place. The changes are being observed, 
instead, in male entries into marriage and—even more visibly—in the details of the 
various premarital processes. 

With the loosening of constraints in access to spouses, men are getting married 
for the first time at an earlier age and—more frequently—to women who have never 
been married before either. At first glance, this shift in the timing of entry into 
marriage is surprising when viewed in a conceptual framework that stresses the 
decline in nuptiality. The phenomenon is not, however, unprecedented in the 
demographic history of populations in transition. A pretransitional rise in nuptiality 
(including among women) has occurred in a number of populations practicing late or 
semi-delayed marriage. This happened in England when industrialization and 
migration from the countryside loosened the traditional restraints on marriage 
(Chesnais 1986). A similar phenomenon occurred in other European countries and 
Latin America as well (Dyson and Murphy 1985). 

As in these historical examples, the fall in the age at marriage of Bwa men is 
linked to the weakening of traditional matrimonial controls.13 A detailed analysis of 
premarital procedures sheds light on these changes: candidates for marriage are 
increasingly involved in the choice of their future spouse; bridewealth requirements 
are easing; some steps in the procedure are shifting from the community to the 
individual; and the procedures are getting shorter. However, the formal recognition of 
unions is still prevalent: it remains a vehicle for the expression of family prerogatives, 
but it is becoming more instrumental—in other words, it now more often consists in 
accepting the engagement of the betrothed and in managing the procedure that will 
lead them to marriage than in deciding who will marry whom. 

These changes are evidence that future spouses are being admitted into the 
decision-making process and that inter-generational relations are becoming more 
cooperative in spirit. But the changes also imply the emergence of new factors that 
promote the strengthening of conjugal bonds: the closing of the inter-sex gap in age at 
marriage, the growing proportion of marriages between never-married individuals, 
and the rising number of unions initiated by the partners themselves. The analysis of 
male premarital itineraries offers further evidence. In particular, we find that a 
steadily increasing number of men start their married life with their first fiancée and 
that this group of men exhibits the steepest fall in the age at marriage. From all this, 
                                                           
13 Logically enough, we do not observe a similar trend in the female component of populations 
where—like the Bwa and most African populations—women marry young. 
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we can conclude that Bwa men are developing a more personally defined approach to 
marriage, with a particular mate in mind. 

The fall in the male age at marriage therefore coincides with a change in the 
nature of marriage and in the relationships it involves within families, between 
generations, and between spouses. It is also a factor in the redefinition of the 
transition to adulthood. A study of the connections between this transition and the 
other biographical components—notably migration, first childbirth, and assumption 
of economic responsibilities—would shed more light on the identity changes that are 
taking place in this transition period. 
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APPENDIX 1 

First-marriage indicators 

 Age in survey year (in years) 
Indicators 65+ 50-64 40-49 35-39 30-34 25-29 20-24 
Mean age at first marriage for men, calculated for: 
(1) residents 
(2) residents + emigrantsa 
 

 
23.6 
24.5 

 
22.5 
22.2 

 
21.5 
21.9 

 
23.5 
23.9 

 
21.1 
21.0 

 
21.4 (b) 
20.9 (b) 

 
20.9 (b) 
20.7 (b) 

Mean age at first marriage for women, calculated for: 
(3) residents 
 

18.3 18.4 17.1 18.1 17.7 17.8 17.6(b) 

Difference in mean age at first marriage between 
sexes 
(1) — (3) 
 

5.3 4.1 4.4 5.4 3.4 3.6  3.3 

Proportion (%) of bachelors in survey among 
- residents 
- residents + emigrantsa 
 

 
6 
7 

 
0 
0 

 
0 
0 

 
0 
0 

 
0 
0 

 
5 
9 

 
58 
57 

Proportion (%) of spinsters (residents) 0 0 0 3 0 0 9 
 

Number of individuals 
Men  - residents 
  - residents + emigrantsa 
Women (residents) 

 
34 
29 
37 

 
39 
34 
50 

 
51 
43 
46 

 
25 
24 
32 

 
31 
37 
39 

 
38 
46 
49 

 
40 
42 
45 

(a) Emigrants included are the members of the patrilineages surveyed (identified by a genealogical survey) whose last departure 
occurred less than 10 years before the survey. Only the lineages covered by the survey on emigrants (81% of the resident 
population) are analyzed here. As the survey extended over one or two years depending on the village, we were able to survey 
as residents those individuals who emigrated for only a portion of the survey period. Most of the young bachelors who 
emigrated temporarily were therefore counted among residents. This explains why there is a roughly identical proportion of 
bachelors recorded at the time of the survey among the young generations in the "residents" category and in the "residents + 
emigrants" category. 
(b) Estimated by supplementing the tables with the nuptiality rates of the closest group. 
Mean ages at first marriage were calculated by omitting marriages of men over 35 and women over 25. 
Source: biographical survey, Sirao and Kwara 
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